























































































material	 extracted	 worldwide	 (UNEP,	 2014).	 Yet,	 despite	 the	 centrality	 of	 sand	 to	 our	 social	








surround	 sand’s	 extraction	 and	movement	 and	 deploys	 innovative	ways	 of	 scripting	 the	 anxious	
worlds	 of	 the	 city’s	 shifting	 landscapes.	 In	 this	way,	 the	 thesis	 shows	 that	 urbanisation	must	 be	
understood	as	a	set	of	unfolding	interfaces	between	geologic	forces,	ecological	processes,	historical	
conditions,	 cultural	 forms	 and	 political-economic	 regimes.	 Together,	 the	 chapters	 in	 this	 thesis	
present	 a	 significant	 contribution	 at	 the	 articulation	 of	 urban	 political	 ecology	 (UPE),	 geosocial	
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Today,	 Ashalaja	 is	 a	 place	 in	 transition.	Mr	 Frimpong,	 a	 local	 politician,	 described	 Ashalaja	 as	 a	
‘hotcake	area.	When	you	go	to	Ga	South,	it’s	Ashalaja.	Everybody	wants	to	come	to	Ashalaja.	In	those	









to	 be	 highly	 desirable	 and	 thus	 a	 prospective	 buyer	 should	move	 fast.	Mr	 Frimpong	 placed	 this	
demand	into	historical	context,	explaining	that,	‘it	was	around	1998-2000	when	land	started	to	be	
sold	for	building.	At	that	time,	there	was	no	road,	there	was	no	bridge	and	the	cost	of	land	was	low.	












































which	the	city	–	as	a	thing,	 idea,	process	–	 is	made.	Yet,	 this	thesis	contends	that	building	blocks	
symbolise	more	than	simply	a	beginning	to	urban	form.	Rather,	this	thesis	argues	that	building	blocks	
signal	a	set	of	before	lives	–	or	ante-lives	–	to	urban	form.	Indeed,	the	materiality,	the	labour	and	the	







                                                
2
	By	bush,	I	refer	to	the	meanings	that	were	attributed	to	this	word	throughout	my	fieldwork,	‘with	its	implication	of	land	that	has	























billboards	 that	 loom	 over	 the	 city.	 Ghacem,	 for	 example,	 Ghana’s	 largest	 producer	 of	 cement,	
presents	itself	as	a	force	for	national	development,	as	‘the	nation	builder.’	Commercial	outlets	selling	
cement	paint	brand	logos	across	the	materiality	of	their	shops	–	Dangote,	Diamond,	CIMAF	–	while	
cement	 bags	 line	 the	 sides	 of	 roads,	 awaiting	 sale.	While	 non-drinking	water	 is	 not	 branded,	 its	
storage	and	movement	are	closely	associated	with	yellow	containers,	which,	to	some	degree,	render	









Indeed,	 according	 to	 research	 at	 the	 Minerals	 Commission	 –	 the	 regulatory	 body	 for	 the	
















winning	 in	Ghana	more	broadly	 have	pointed	 to	 the	widespread	practice,	 detailing	 its	 damaging	
effects	 to	 land	and	people	as	 sand	 is	extracted	 from	rivers	 in	 the	northern	 regions	and	 from	the	
beaches	of	the	nation’s	coastline	(Peprah,	2013;	Arthur,	2016;	Mensah,	2002;	Jonah	et	al,	2015;	Salifu,	
2016).	Indeed,	extracted	from	pits,	removed	from	beaches	and	dredged	from	river	beds,	sand	makes	




the	making	of	our	 contemporary	urban	world.	 Indeed,	 in	order	 to	 grasp	urbanisation	as	 a	 socio-










the	remaining	 introductory	chapter	sets	out	 the	contours	of	 the	thesis.	 I	do	this	by	turning	more	
closely	to	the	position	of	sand	within	contemporary	urbanisation	processes,	detailing	the	ways	 in	
which	sand	has	been	implicated	in	the	making	of	cities.	Turning	to	the	imperatives	of	postcolonial	
urban	 studies	 and	 the	widespread	 call	 for	 ‘new	 geographies	 of	 theory’	 (Roy,	 2009),	 this	 chapter	
16	
	
speaks	 of	 the	 significance	 of	 writing	 from	 Accra	 specifically.	 From	 here,	 I	 present	 the	 thesis’	









formed	 through	 erosion	 processes.	 Rain,	 wind,	 ice	 and	 life	 etch	 away	 at	 rocks	 and	 mountains,	





































Romans	who	were	 the	 ‘most	 enthusiastic	 and	 technically	 sophisticated	 users	 of	 concrete	 in	 the	
ancient	world’	(ibid,	31).	This	material	was	used	throughout	the	Roman	Empire,	constituting	houses,	










centuries.	However,	 things	 shifted	gear	 following	concrete’s	growing	distinction	 in	San	Francisco,	
where	 the	 concrete	 buildings	 and	 foundations	 that	 stood	 the	 test	 of	 the	 1906	 earthquake	 and	
subsequent	fire,	placed	concrete	firmly	in	the	limelight	(ibid).	Following	a	‘public	relations	battle’,	
the	desperate	need	to	begin	reconstructing	the	city	 following	the	devastation	of	 the	quake	 ‘gave	
impetus	to	concrete’s	case’	(ibid,	40).	In	the	early	part	of	the	twentieth	century,	as	the	US’	population	
expanded	and	cities	grew	at	unprecedented	rates,	more	and	more	of	these	unfolding	worlds	were	
made	 from	 concrete.	 And,	 as	 Bieser	writes,	 ‘the	more	 concrete	 America	 used,	 the	more	 sand	 it	
needed.	Grains	were	hauled	up	in	quantities	never	remotely	seen	before.	In	1902,	according	to	the	



















dams,	 roads,	 airports	 and	 ‘ghost	 towns,’	 as	 a	 nation,	 China	 is	 now	 the	 world’s	 largest	 concrete	
consumer	and	the	planet’s	‘most	voracious	consumer	of	sand	in	human	history’	(ibid,	220).	Harvey	
cites	a	similar	set	of	statistics	in	his	reading	of	contemporary	capitalism.	Here,	in	an	effort	to	absorb	
surplus	 capital	 and	 prevent	 economic	 depression	 and	 a	 devaluation	 of	 capital,	 contemporary	
capitalism	is	marked	by	a	tendency	to	shift	capital	 into	the	secondary	circuit	of	the	economy	–	or	













Thus,	 in	many	ways,	 our	 urban	moment	 depends	 on	 sand	 –	 as	 does	 the	 pace	 of	 contemporary	
urbanisation.	Beiser	argues	‘there’s	no	way	cities	could	grow	this	fast	without	sand,	in	the	form	of	
concrete’	 (ibid,	 219).	 This	 has	 brought	material	 gains,	 he	 continues.	 Housing,	 schools,	 hospitals,	
concrete	 floors,	 and	 dams,	 have	 improved	 the	 livelihoods	 and	 health	 prospects	 of	 millions	 of	







news	 items	draw	attention	 to	 the	 local	 specificity	 of	 sand	 extraction	 dynamics.6	Reports	 of	 sand	
‘mafias’	 and	 ecological	 destruction	 in	 India	 continue	 to	 surface,	 where,	 after	 China,	 India	 ranks	
second	 in	 the	world	as	 the	 largest	 sand	consumer.	 Like	a	 significant	majority	of	unearthed	 sand,	





reach	 the	 shores	 of	 Singapore,	 through	 both	 legal	 and	 illegal	 channels.	 In	 an	 emotional	 visual	
rendition,	‘Lost	World’	tells	the	story	of	one	island	in	Cambodia,	where	sand	has	been	dredged	and	
exported	 to	 the	 expanding	 lands	 of	 this	 city-state.	 Since	 2007,	 the	 film	 tells	 us,	 Singapore	 has	








sustainability:	 Finding	 new	 solutions	 for	 environmental	 governance	 of	 global	 sand	 resources.	
Following	a	brief	report	in	2014,	the	release	of	this	more	extensive	engagement	marks	the	coming	
to	 visibility	 of	 sand	 in	 international	 policy	 circles.	 As	 the	 report	 notes,	 ‘sand	 and	 gravels	 are	 the	
unrecognised	foundational	material	of	our	economies’	and	yet	they	are	among	the	least	regulated	























and	 contemporary	 development	 of	 nations	 like	 the	US,	 India	 and	 China:	 analyses	which	 tend	 to	
privilege	grand	scales	of	extraction	and	consumption,	that	together	may	fail	to	reflect	the	unfolding	
realities	of	urban	elsewheres.	I	argue	that	looking	beyond	these	stories	to	consider	processes	of	sand	
extraction	 and	 consumption	 elsewhere	 would	 serve	 well	 to	 expose	 the	multiplicity	 of	 dynamics	
implicated	in	the	transformation	of	sand	into	city.	Meanwhile,	diversifying	the	spaces	from	which	we	
write	of	sand	and	city	enables	us	to	draw	out	how	historical	and	socio-natural	specificities	shape	the	
terms	 on	which	 sand	 is	 brought	 into	 the	 remit	 of	 the	 city.	 Specifically,	 I	 argue	 that	 shifting	 the	
narrative	elsewhere	would	contribute	to	the	crafting	of	‘new	geographies	of	theory’	(Roy,	2009:820).		
	
By	 ‘new	geographies	of	 theory,’	 I	 refer	specifically	 to	the	work	of	Roy	who	seeks	to	dislocate	the	
‘EuroAmerican	 centre	 of	 theoretical	 production’	 and	 instead	 build	 theory	 from	 the	 South	 (Roy,	
2009:820).	 However,	 I	 also	 situate	 Roy’s	 work	 in	 a	 broader	 call	 and	 steady	 expansion	 of	 global	









production	 in	 urban	 studies,	 Roy	warns	 that	 ‘the	 limited	 sites	 at	which	 theoretical	 production	 is	
currently	 theorised’	 and	 ‘the	 failure	 of	 imagination	 and	 epistemology	 that	 is	 thus	 engendered’	
(2009:820),	works	to	fundamentally	limit	our	understanding	of	the	diversity	of	urban	processes.	Roy	
(2009,	2015)	argues	that	the	 inescapability	of	the	 locatedness	of	theory	means	we	must	produce	
































1990s,	 African	 cities	 became	 important	 sites	 of	 analyses	 for	 detailing	 the	 effects	 of	 structural	
adjustment	–	including	the	urbanisation	of	poverty	and	widespread	informalisation	of	urban	life	–	
and	managerial	responses	to	dealing	with	this	urban	crisis	(Stren,	1992).	Today,	a	growing	literature	






public	 discourse’	 as	 something	 ‘apart	 from	 the	world,	 or	 as	 a	 failed	 and	 incomplete	 example	 of	
something	else’	(2004:348).		Yet,	Mbembe	and	Nuttall	argue	that	the	metropolis	provides	a	way	to	












different	 influences	 that	 were	 brought	 to	 bear	 on	 particular	 urban	 spaces’	 (2004:19).	 Secondly,	
although	structural	adjustments	were	implemented	in	many	places,	‘they	were	particularly	difficult	
to	 avoid	 and	 their	 impact	 often	 felt	 more	 deeply	 in	 Africa’	 (2014:1568).	 The	 downsizing	 of	
governments	and	growth	of	informality	meant	that	the	expansion	of	urban	areas	continued	–	and	
continues	–	despite	lack	of	formal	job	opportunities.	Relatedly,	informal	settlements’	‘unregistered	
social	 networks	 in	 the	 built	 environment,	 livelihood	 strategies,	 social	 reproduction,	 cultural	
organization,	or	political	mobilization’	(Myers,	2011:73)	are	seen	to	shape	the	production	of	urban	






African	 cities	 makes	 them	 heterogeneous	 in	 character.	 Yet	 in	 the	 face	 of	 global	 economic	
restructuring,	 the	 particular	 economic	 arrangements,	 cultural	 inclinations,	 and	 forms	 of	 external	
engagement	 that	 largely	 made	 African	 cities	 different	 from	 each	 other	 are	 being	 unravelled’	
(2004a:17).	 Finally,	 analyses	of	 race,	ethnicity	and	cultural	differences	 shed	 light	on	 the	 city	as	a	
space	 of	 exclusion,	 whether	 by	 ‘white	 rule,	 colonial	 rule	 or	 middle	 class	 rule’	 (Ernstson	 et	 al.,	








about	 urban	 theory	 in	 African	 contexts.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 however,	 the	 growth	 of	 an	 African	
urbanism	literature	runs	the	risk	of	propagating	an	African	exceptionalist	approach	to	urban	change	
(Gandy,	2006;	Ernstson	et	al,	2014).	Robinson’s	(2015)	critique	of	strategic	essentialisms	(Roy,	2011),	
where	 theory	may	 be	 grouped	with	 reference	 to	 pre-existing	 geographical	 containers,	may	 take	
particular	precedence	in	the	context	of	African	urbanisms,	where	historically,	‘Africa’	as	a	sign	has	
been	rendered	ontologically	 ‘different’	(Mbembe,	2001;	Mbembe	and	Nuttall,	2004).	The	push	to	
see	 African	 cities	 ‘on	 their	 own	 terms’	 outside	 of	 Western	 reference	 points	 may	 bracket	 their	
experiences	as	unique,	particular	and	different	–	such	that	their	contributions	to	a	more	global	urban	
studies	 remain	 stunted.	 The	 contributions	 of	 African	 urbanism	 as	 discussed	 are	 absolutely	
paramount	to	globalising	urban	studies,	however;	the	terms	on	which	these	insights	are	extrapolated	
to	bigger	conversations	is	an	important	element	in	which	to	guard	against	reifying	African	urban	life	







































































































































































































































towns,	 or	manjii	 (singular,	man).	 These	 towns,	 comprised	 of	 ‘a	 web	 of	 agnatic	 kinship	 groups	
comprising	 of	 clans,	 extended	 families	 and	 nuclear	 families	 which	 are	 linked	 together	 through	
intermarriage’,	 formed	 the	 ‘political	 units’	 of	 the	Ga	 state	 (Quayson,	2014:38).	 Crucially,	 ‘[t]hese	











the	 ethnically	 diverse	 and	 autonomous	 nature	 of	 the	majii	 and	 their	 constituent	 quarters	














Asante	kingdom	 in	1742.	The	Asante	kingdom	would	 remain	 in	power	until	 the	mid-1820s	 (ibid).	
During	this	period,	Accra’s	‘urban	identity	was	based	on	its	function	as	a	site	of	exchange,	transaction,	












than	 38,000	 in	 1921	 (Parker,	 2000).	 The	 expansion	 of	 cocoa	 exports	 contributed	 to	 the	 city’s	
transformation,	 which	 morphed	 into	 a	 colonial	 port	 city,	 characterised	 by	 ‘port	 and	 railway	
infrastructure,	 warehouse	 facilities,	 banks,	 and	 expatriate	 trading	 enterprises’	 (ibid,	 195).	 This	
economic	expansion	called	for	more	labour	and	the	city	attracted	a	large	number	migrants	from	the	













enactment	 of	 the	 Gold	 Coast	 Town	 and	 Country	 Ordinance	 in	 1945	 (Quayson,	 2014).	 An	 urban	
masterplan	 was	 commissioned	 in	 1954	 and	 submitted	 in	 1958	 to	 the	 then	 newly	 independent	
government.	Entitled	‘Accra:	A	Plan	for	the	Town,’	the	plan	sought	to	implement	a	modernist	concept	
of	 the	 city	 (ibid,	 82).	 Kwame	 Nkrumah’s	 independent	 government	 implemented	 this	 ‘colonial	
blueprint	 of	 town	 planning	 almost	 wholesale,	 only	 adding	 a	 strong	 nationalist	 emphasis	 of	
monuments	and	other	development	projects	to	reflect	new	priorities’	(ibid,	66).	Indeed,	this	era	of	
Accra	was	marked	more	broadly	by	an	‘architecture	of	independence’	(Herz,	2015),	including	statues,	
monuments,	 Black	 Star	 Square	 and	 the	 State	House.	 These	 architectural	 interventions	 sought	 to	
articulate	the	notion	of	a	newly	unified	nation	and	a	sense	of	Pan-African	identity	(Hess,	2000).	In	














Yeboah,	 2000).	 Grant	 (2009)	 points	 to	 the	 spatial	 arrangements	 of	 Accra	 as	 a	 ‘globalizing	 city,’	
including	 foreign	 corporate	 space,	 global	 residential	 spaces	 and	 gated	 communities,	 land	 sales,	
remittances	and	building	booms,	alongside	slums	which	remain	prevalent	across	the	city.	In	addition,	
Yeboah	(2000)	details	the	expansion	of	peri-urban	Accra,	marked	by	low-density	residential	sprawl	
into	 the	 north	 and	west	 rural	 spaces	 of	 the	Greater	 Accra	 Region.	 This	 spatial	 configuration,	 he	
contends,	 is	 the	 manifestation	 of	 a	 multitude	 of	 factors	 including:	 trade	 liberalisation	 and	 the	
increased	 importation	 of	 vehicles	 and	 building	 materials;	 expanded	 cement	 production;	 foreign	










of	 the	dream	of	prosperity	 invoked	 in	 the	prayers	of	 the	evangelical	churches’	–	which	have	also	
31	
	




square	kilometres.	Today,	 the	city	 is	both	consolidating	 in	emerging	centres	and	expanding	at	 its	
edges,	giving	 rise	 to	a	variegated	set	of	urban	 forms	which	bespeak	Parker’s	descriptions	of	pre-
colonial	Accra	as	exhibiting	a	‘renowned	eclecticism’	(2000:17).	In	downtown	Accra,	new	hotels	like	
the	Kempinski	cater	to	an	internationally	mobile	elite,	while	the	recent	Stanbic	Heights	development	







in	 Old	 Fadama,	 Ashiaman	 and	 Nima,	 each	with	 their	 own	 complex	 histories	 of	 inhabitation	 and	
political	potential.	At	the	same	time,	the	city	continues	to	expand	at	 its	edges,	giving	rise	to	ever	
shifting	 urban	 frontiers.	 The	movements	 of	 these	 creeping	 frontiers	 are	 propelled	 largely	 by	 the	














suggest	 that	 writing	 from	 Accra	 serves	 to	 expose	 the	 importance	 of	 reading	 contemporary	
urbanisation	processes	through	place-specific	historical	trajectories,	acting	as	a	timely	reminder	that	









urban	processes	 and	position	 these	 in	 relation	 to	 global	 urban	 conditions	more	broadly.	 Indeed,	
writing	 from	 Accra	 offers	 potential	 points	 of	 comparison	with	 cities	 elsewhere	 (Robinson,	 2011,	
2014).	While	Accra’s	specific	history	remains	unique,	the	spatial	imprint	of	its	colonial	past	and	the	



















With	postcolonial	 calls	 in	mind,	 I	 suggest	 it	 also	 remains	 important	 to	 take	 seriously	 the	urban’s	
constitutive	 outsides.	 Thinking	 with	 the	 urban’s	 constitutive	 outside[s]	 has	 recently	 gained	
considerable	traction,	 largely	 in	response	to	and	through	engagement	with	Brenner	and	Schmid’s	
(2015)	 ‘new	 epistemology	 of	 the	 urban,’	 diagnosed	 as	 ‘planetary	 urbanisation.’	 Here,	 through	
recourse	 to	 landscapes	 of	 ‘extended	 urbanization’	 that	 span	 the	 planet,	 supplying	 capitalist	
urbanisation	 with	 the	 socio-metabolic	 and	 economic	 inputs	 to	 sustain	 urban	 expansion	 and	
densification,	Brenner	and	Schmid	contend	that	‘there	is	no	longer	any	outside	to	the	urban	world’	
(2015:168).	 In	 response,	 a	 host	 of	 postcolonial,	 feminist,	 critical	 race	 and	 queer	 critiques	 have	
emerged,	contesting	this	totalising	‘way	of	seeing’	(Cosgrove,	1985)	as	one	that	fundamentally	limits	



















the	 historically	 rooted	 forms	 of	 urbanisation	 currently	 unfolding	 and	 the	 emerging	 forms	 of	
governance	that	designate	populations	as	urban.		
	















outside	that	by	being	 inside	creates	 ‘radical	undecidability’’	 (Roy,	2011:224).	 It	 is	 to	this	end	that	
Peake	asks,	‘where	is	the	place	within	planetary	urbanization	for	a	consideration	of	the	undecidability	
of	the	urban?’	(2016:223).	By	contending	that	this	undecidability	remains	‘a	function	of	the	symbol	
of	 something	exceeding	 the	 subject,’	 she	asks	us	 to	 consider	 ‘what	exceeds	 the	urban	when	 the	
urban	is	now	so	reassuredly	the	planetary	condition?’	In	this	way,	calls	to	illuminate	the	‘undecidable’	
relationship	 between	 the	 city	 and	 its	 outsides	 push	 against	 temptations	 to	 reduce	 all	 earthly	


























I	 had	 located	myself.	 Following	 a	 series	 of	 introductions	 to	 the	 truck	 drivers	 responsible	 for	 this	
laborious	work	of	collecting	and	delivering	sand	across	the	city	–	or	‘tippers’	as	they	were	known	–	I	
was	invited	to	join	the	drivers	as	they	moved	from	the	station	to	sand	extraction	zones	and	eventually,	
spend	 extended	 periods	 of	 time	 at	 these	 zones	 themselves.	 As	 time	 progressed,	 the	 research	




























initial	 focus	 on	 beauty	work	 and	 salons,	 to	 a	 specific	 junction	 in	 one	 of	 Accra’s	 suburbs,	 to	 the	
materiality	of	sand	more	broadly.	The	chapter	sets	out	the	coming	together	of	both	methodological	
decisions	and	chance	encounters	which	together	formed	the	energy	undergirding	the	progression	of	





the	 sub-questions	 that	 formed	 those	 I	 outlined	 above.	 The	 chapter	 also	 presents	 key	 ethical	
questions	 regarding	 relationships	 and	 representation	 which	 I	 deal	 with	 more	 thoroughly	 in	 the	







I	 seek	 to	 build	 a	 productive	 conversation	 between	 sand	 and	 the	 city,	 locating	 this	 theoretical	
manoeuvre	 as	 the	 unearthing	 of	 a	 city	 of	 sand.	 Specifically,	 the	 chapter	 begins	 by	 detailing	 the	
historical	and	contemporary	dimensions	pertaining	to	the	demand	for	sand	in	Accra,	positioning	this	
context	 as	 an	 important	 starting	 point	 for	 understanding	 the	 driving	 forces	 underlying	 the	
urbanisation	of	sand.	The	chapter	then	turns	to	a	discussion	of	Yusoff	and	Clark’s	(2017)	significant	
observations	 regarding	 social	 sciences’	 limited	engagement	with	 geological	 processes.	With	 their	
37	
	







sand	 presents	 significant	 opportunities	 to	 expand	 the	 theoretical	 dimensions	 of	 these	 existing	
contributions.	More	specifically,	I	argue	that	an	analysis	of	sand’s	urbanisation	extends	our	reading	
of	 extractive	 practices	 beyond	 prized	 materials,	 like	 oil	 and	 gold,	 serving	 to	 elucidate	 domestic	
geographies	of	extraction	and	consumption	 that	undergird	contemporary	urban	processes	across	
the	 planet.	 Additionally,	 I	 argue	 that	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 urbanisation	 of	 sand	 offers	 significant	
opportunity	 to	 strengthen	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 relationships	 between	 urbanisation	 and	









of	 sand	 in	Accra	presents	 an	 important	 analytical	 occasion	 to	expand	our	understanding	of	both	
urbanisation	 and	 extractive	 processes	 in	 meaningful	 ways.	 Thus,	 I	 argue	 that	 by	 stretching	 the	
contours	 of	 this	 existing	 work,	 as	 well	 as	 building	 links	 across	 this	 literature,	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	







edges.	 The	 chapter	 begins	 with	 an	 ethnographic	 narrative	 pertaining	 to	 the	 shifting	 historical	
geographies	of	both	sandpit	and	city.	This	historico-geographical	narrative	emerged	through	moving	



















that	 surround	 sand,	 beyond	 the	 immediate	 labours	 of	 extraction	 at	 sand	mines.	 Set	 within	 the	
context	of	 the	 limited	availability	of	 jobs	 in	Accra,	 the	chapter	details	 the	ways	 in	which	value	 is	
extracted	from	the	shifting	sandpit	and	indeed,	sand	itself,	as	it	moves	from	sandpit	to	city,	exposing	
the	 multiple	 means	 through	 which	 sand	 becomes	 a	 source	 of	 livelihood	 for	 a	 broader	 set	 of	
individuals	beyond	the	sand	contractors	and	tippers.	By	considering	 these	questions,	 the	chapter	
thinks	about	how	value	 is	made	 in	and	through	the	city,	how	economies	are	spatialised	and	how	





mining,	 to	 consider	 extraction	 as	 a	 broader	 set	 of	 strategies	 for	 claiming	 value	 from	 otherwise	
exclusive	 transactions.	 I	 argue	 that	 these	extractive	economies	may	offer	us	 significant	analytical	
purchase	 in	understanding	 contemporary	 livelihoods	 in	 the	 city,	 as	well	 as	opening-up	a	political	
aesthetic	 of	 rights	 and	 distribution	 in	 future	 urban	worlds	 (Ferguson,	 2015).	 Indeed,	 by	 thinking	
through	extractive	practices	as	a	broader	kind	of	political	demand,	I	suggest	we	are	drawn	to	consider	
the	possibilities	of	emerging	distributive	claims	in	economies	that	centre	and	span	urban	regions.	In	










extraction,	 mobility	 and	 transformation	 into	 concrete	 –	 intersects	 with	 the	 lives	 of	 Accra’s	
inhabitants,	the	environment	and	the	state.	In	doing	so,	I	turn	to	the	notion	of	anxiety,	seeking	here	
to	draw	 together	 the	multiple	 dynamics	 embedded	 in	 the	urbanisation	of	 sand	 in	 contemporary	
Accra.	Opening	with	a	narrative	of	inhabitants’	anxious	moves	to	secure	a	plot	of	land	and	build	a	





seeing	 the	 city	 that	 captures	 the	 uneasy	 transformations	 that	 undergird	 its	material	 production.	
From	 concerns	 surrounding	 the	 future	 durability	 of	 concrete	 cities,	 the	 degradation	 of	 the	
environment,	to	the	widespread	loss	of	farmland,	illegal	sand	winning	and	state	attempts	to	govern	
urban	peripheries,	I	show	that	sand’s	urbanisation	gives	rise	to	a	vast	set	of	anxieties	which	together	








In	 the	 final	chapter,	 I	draw	together	 the	thesis’	core	contributions,	set	 in	 the	context	of	 reflexive	
discussions	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 research,	 relationships	 and	 representation.	 Here	 I	 reflect	 on	 my	
positionality	in	the	field	broadly	and	through	the	prism	of	race	more	specifically,	before	turning	to	
the	politics	of	representation	and	ethics	therein.	Through	this	discussion,	I	contend	that	the	notion	















this	 research,	 concluding	with	a	 reading	of	 ‘shifting	sands’	as	an	urban	condition	more	broadly.	 I	
argue	that	positioning	shifting	sands	as	an	urban	condition	points	to	both	the	ongoing	un-	and	re-






















In	 the	opening	chapter,	 I	 introduced	 the	materiality	of	 sand	and	 its	 relationship	 to	historical	and	







how	 and	why	 these	 shifted	 throughout	 the	 course	 of	 the	 year.	Moreover,	 it	 provides	 important	









	 of	 June	 2017.	 The	 air	 felt	 heavy	 as	 one	 by	 one,	 sombre	 faces	 appeared	 on	 the	



















to	 ‘gather	 and	 sell.’	 Operation	 Vanguard	 formed	 the	 latest	 in	 a	 long	 list	 of	 military	 operations	
attempting	to	control	illegal	mining	across	the	nation.	As	Ellimah	(2019)	argues,	mining	companies	
have	long	relied	on	security	agencies	to	protect	their	concessions.	Owing	to	fears	of	disinvestment	
and	political	 pressure,	 the	 stationing	of	 the	military	 in	 camps	 and	 ‘on-call’	 systems	ensured	 that	

























































changed	as	 I	moved	with	people	and	things	across	Accra.	The	research	began	with	an	 interest	 in	











































own.	 More	 specifically,	 this	 methodology	 would	 include	 methods	 of	 participant	 observation,	
interviews,	 archival	 and	 media	 work,	 as	 well	 as	 photography,	 in	 order	 to	 generate	 a	 holistic	
engagement	with	the	socialities	of	beauty	in	the	city.	
In	my	readings	of	urban	ethnography,	 I	had	been	inspired	by	some	of	the	classic	studies	 in	North	







take	 account	 of	 the	 realities	 encountered	 through	 ethnographic	 engagement,	 as	 opposed	 to	
continually	pitting	findings	against	existing	theories,	made	with	Western	cities	in	mind.	In	many	ways,	






I	 unpack	 at	 greater	 length	 in	 chapter	 seven.	 Despite	 these	 concerns,	 the	 ethnographic	 study	 of	
beauty	work	in	the	city	seemed	to	broadly	align	with	calls	for	a	postcolonial	urban	research	agenda.	
Indeed,	beauty	work	was	both	understudied	and	undetermined,	while	these	methodological	choices	
sought	 to	open-up	ways	of	understanding	 these	phenomena	without	dogmatically	 subscribing	 to	











the	practices	of	participants	 in	ways	that	other	qualitative	methods,	 like	 interviews,	cannot	easily	
access.	 Indeed,	 participant	 observation’s	 attention	 to	 granular	 details,	 interactions	 and	 micro-
geographies	 could	 produce	 the	 rich	 data	 which	 would	 enable	 me	 to	 consider	 the	 unfolding	 of	
sociality	in	and	beyond	the	salon.		The	salon	provided	one	such	space	where	this	research	practice	









and	 social	 interaction	 over	 observing,’	 observer-as-participant	 favours	 observation	 over	
participation	 (Walsh,	 1998).	 Given	 language	 constraints,	 I	 expected	 that	my	 position	would	 shift	
according	 to	whose	 conversation	 I	was	 participating	 in	 or	 simply	 observing.	 This	would	not	 be	 a	
neutral	 endeavour	 and	 I	was	 aware	 that	 I	 could	 not	 escape	my	 bodily	 presence.	How	 I	 came	 to	
negotiate	a	presence	and	how	others	would	understand	that	presence	would	shape	the	data	I	would	
collect	and	thus	what	I	would	come	to	know	about	the	city	and	its	inhabitants	(Coffey,	1999).	This	
awareness	 would	 require	 a	 constant	 practice	 of	 reflexivity:	 listening	 carefully	 to	 the	 questions	
interlocutors	asked	me,	descriptive	notes	of	reactions	and	conversations	and	a	surrender	to	the	fact	
that	much	of	what	people	thought	about	me,	I	could	never	really	know.	I	would	seek	the	help	of	a	















apart	 the	 ethnographic	 narratives	 presented	 (De	 Boeck,	 2017:144).	 With	 fewer	 words,	 Mikhael	
Subotzky	 and	 Patrick	Waterhouse’s	 (2014)	 photographic	 rendition	 of	 Ponte	 City	 –	 South	 Africa’s	
tallest	residential	building	–	exposed	the	intimacies	of	race,	class	and	gender	as	they	played	out	in	a	
post-apartheid	Johannesburg.	With	 limited	time	spent	 in	any	African	city,	spending	time	with	the	
images	 presented	 in	 these	 books	 and	 exhibitions	 was	 an	 important	 exercise	 in	 deconstructing	
dominant	visual	narratives	of	African	cities	I	was	perhaps	more	familiar	with.	I	was	thus	interested	in	
what	 an	 entwining	 of	 ethnography	 and	 photography	 could	 offer	my	 attempt	 to	 contribute	 to	 a	
postcolonial	 urban	 research	 agenda.	
	
This	decision	did	not	go	undebated.	I	was	both	aware	and	critical	of	the	potential	of	photography	to	







simply	 “no	 longer	 plausible”	 after	 decades	 of	 repetition’	 (2017:30).	 Indeed,	 photographic	 work	
challenging	 these	 tropes	 is	 on	 the	 rise	 and	 social	media	 has	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 shifting	
representational	power	from	the	West.	However,	I	could	not	escape	the	significance	of	the	meanings	
attached	to	a	white	woman	taking	photographs	in	a	West	African	city.	As	I	later	discuss	in	the	thesis’	
conclusion,	 I	 did	 not	 pick	 up	 a	 camera	 for	 months,	 for	 fear	 of	 imposing	 myself,	 objectifying	





















































Accra	Region,	 the	 junction	 constitutes	 an	 important	hub	of	 connection,	 linking	Awoshie	 to	other	
suburbs,	 the	central	Accra	Metropolitan	Area	and	other	regions	beyond	Accra	(see	figs.	2	and	3).	
While	 the	 junction	 itself	 falls	 within	 the	 very	 edges	 of	 the	 Accra	Metropolitan	 Assembly	 (AMA)	
jurisdiction,	the	remainder	of	the	suburb	of	Awoshie	sits	within	the	Ga	Central	Municipal	Assembly.		
On	my	first	arrival,	Awoshie	Junction	seemed	to	dissipate	into	its	surroundings.	Cynthia	and	I	had	
taken	a	right	 turn	off	George	Bush	Highway	where	our	tro	 tro	 fought	out	a	place	to	stop.	To	our	
immediate	right	was	a	station	home	to	trucks	which	spewed	out	a	remarkable	heat.	Turning	towards	
the	road,	we	crossed	the	lanes	of	traffic	in	a	haphazard,	tentative	fashion	to	the	junction’s	other	half.	


























































positioning	a	chair,	 table	and	umbrella	upon	wooden	planks	which	spread	across	 this	part	of	 the	
gutter.	Upon	her	table	sat	piles	and	piles	of	coins	arranged	in	sets	of	10s	and	20s,	according	to	the	
value	of	 the	coin.	Abena	operated	a	money	changing	business,	which	 serviced	 the	many	 tro	 tros	
passing	 through	 the	 junction.	Here,	mates
15









cabinet	 stood	 approximately	 a	metre	 and	 half	 high	 and	 its	 shelves	 were	 stocked	with	 electrical	
accessories,	 including	phone	 cases,	 chargers,	 earphones	 and	 replacement	batteries.	With	 limited	
funds	 to	 buy	 or	 rent	 a	 container,	 a	 glass	 cabinet	was	 a	 good	 starting	 point	 to	make	money,	 he	
explained.	He	had	negotiated	with	Betsy	who	allowed	him	to	store	his	cabinet	in	her	salon	during	
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travelled.	 In	 the	 evening,	 Sadiq	 connected	 his	 cabinet	 to	 Betsy’s	 electricity	 supply	 in	 the	 salon,	
unwinding	a	wire	which	stretched	across	the	passing	place	between	the	containers	and	roadside.	
The	electricity	connection	allowed	Sadiq	to	 illuminate	his	cabinet	 in	the	evening	where	his	goods	
would	glow	among	the	 junction’s	 lights.	Sat	next	 to	Sadiq	was	a	shoe	repairer	who	possessed	an	
incredible	skill	for	restoring	shoes.	With	amazing	attention	to	detail,	he	could	transform	half	a	flip-
flop	 or	 chalewote16	to	 a	 fully-fledged,	working-soled	 shoe.	 Behind	 the	 shoe	 repairer	was	 a	 small	
metal	works	station.	This	consisted	of	a	metal	plinth,	upon	which	sat	a	metal	block.	Here,	Kwabena	
brought	metal	parts	of	vehicles	and	remoulded	them,	first	heating	them	on	an	adjacent	fire.	Behind	








stronger	 than	others,	most	 inhabitants	 conversed	daily.	Much	of	 this	 exchange	 tended	 to	 centre	
around	the	hair	salon	which	occupied	a	prime	position	among	the	containers	in	this	small	stretch	of	
the	urban	fabric.	Whether	they	lived	or	worked	close	by,	people	would	often	use	the	small	space	in	
front	 of	 the	 salon	 to	 pass	 to	 the	 road,	 or	 the	 spaces	 behind,	making	 the	 salon	 a	 focal	 point	 for	
frequent	 social	 exchange.	 It	 was	 here	 that	 both	 pleasantries	 and	 arguments	 unfolded,	 acting	






















was	 in	 fact	 the	 headquarters	 of	 Victory	 Bible	 Church	 International,	 a	 charismatic	 church	 with	
branches	all	over	the	world.	 It	reflected	a	sense	of	what	Quayson	calls	an	‘enchanted’	 landscape,	
marked	 by	 the	 rise	 of	 evangelical	 megachurches	 across	 the	 city,	 which,	 he	 argues,	 have	 had	 ‘a	
significant	impact	on	the	overall	contemporary	social	imaginary	of	self-making	at	least	since	the	mid-
1980s’	(2014:	151-153).	This	building	would	become	central	in	the	unfolding	of	a	struggle	for	space	
























from	 the	 contractors,	 who	 would	 then	 proceed	 to	 sell	 it	 to	 customers	 in	 various	 volumes.	 The	
neighbouring	 station,	which	 sat	 in	 a	 clearer	 view	 from	my	 position	 at	 the	 salon,	was	 Baah	 Yard	
Tippers	Station.	This	station	provided	a	space	 for	 trucks	who	collected	and	delivered	sand	across	



















goods	 to	 salons	and	national	 lottery	outlets.	 	 This	 land	 fell	 under	 the	 jurisdiction	of	 the	Odorkor	










The	 first	 tranche	 directed	 traffic	 flows	 from	 central	 or	 western	 Accra	 north-west	 towards	
Ablekuma/Fan	Milk	Junction.	The	second	and	third	tranches	accommodated	traffic	passing	from	the	










rough	 road,	which	 suffered	 from	 unrelenting	 congestion.	 The	 construction	 of	 the	 new	Awoshie-







global	 cultural	 flows	 or	 urban	 labour:	 it	was	 a	 place	where	 these	 things	were	 indeed	 produced,	








between	 myself	 and	 those	 who	 kindly	 hosted	 me,	 I	 felt	 there	 was	 much	 I	 did	 not	 know,	 and	
questioned	 whether	 I	 could	 know	 in	 great	 enough	 detail,	 or	 with	 enough	 emotion,	 what	 these	
anxieties	and	pleasures	felt	like.	Could	a	white	woman	represent	these	important	spaces	of	Ghanaian,	
black,	femininity?	Could	I	do	this	justice?	What	kind	of	representational	violence	could	I	potentially	
contribute	 to?	Of	 course,	 these	anxieties	were	not	 limited	 to	 the	 salon	and	as	 I	 reflect	 later,	 the	
embodied	 nature	 of	 fieldwork	 more	 broadly	 meant	 this	 unease	 translated	 in	 different	 ways	 to	
57	
	
different	 sites.	 Yet,	 whether	 accurate	 or	 not,	 there	 was	 something	 quite	 particular	 about	 the	
embodied	 nature	 of	 salons	 that	 generated	 a	 rift	 I	 felt	 unable	 to	 both	 politically	 and	 emotionally	




















regarding	 my	 work,	 intentions	 and	 methods,	 he	 advised	 that	 I	 had	 permission	 to	 carry	 out	 my	
research	at	Awoshie	Junction.	He	then	invited	me	to	ask	any	questions	I	had.	I	asked	about	the	history	
of	Awoshie	and	current	contentions	to	do	with	land	and	displacements	that	were	presently	unfolding.	





















Awoshie,	 a	 small	 portion	 of	 land	 hosting	 pigs	 remains,	 surrounded	 by	 dense	 development	 and	
increasing	pressures	to	move	the	pigs	elsewhere.	The	Chief’s	brother	concluded,	‘before	they	were	
rearing	pigs.	Now	they've	turned	the	whole	place	into	a	zongo…this	place	has	turned	into	a	city,	it’s	





various	 towns	along	 the	 commercial	 routes	 that	were	 traversed	by	 the	caravans	 that	plied	 them	
bearing	goods	and	often	also	human	beings	for	sale	from	North	Africa	and	beyond’	(2014:203-204).	
Today,	the	use	of	the	word	zongo	may	also	be	used	to	describe	a	place	with	attributes	considered	
characteristic	of	 zongos,	 including	high	population	density,	 limited	access	 to	 formal	 services,	and	
largely	informal	housing	arrangements	and	economies.	Though	he	did	not	specify,	we	may	speculate	
















negotiated	at	a	much	more	personal	 level	between	myself	and	 specific	 individuals.	This	 required	
investing	considerable	time,	allowing	residents	to	get	used	to	seeing	me	around,	as	well	as	regular	


















for	 the	compensation	of	 land	owners	and	other	 land	users	during	 the	acquisition	of	 land	 for	 the	
construction	of	pylons,	lines	and	ROWs,	once	the	ROW	is	established,	any	activities	or	structures	that	
encroach	 into	 the	 designated	 land	 are	 subject	 to	 removal	 at	 any	moment	 without	 any	 form	 of	
compensation.	In	official	urban	planning	documents,	these	ROWs	are	left	as	open	space	zones	and	
obtaining	 structural	 permits	 for	 development	 is	 prohibited.	While	 many	 transmission	 lines	 pass	
through	 less	 densely	 inhabited	 places,	 a	 significant	 length	 of	 the	 transmission	 network	 passes	
through	urban	areas,	where	it	reaches	substations	before	being	converted	for	local	distribution.	As	
the	transmission	lines	pass	through	cities	like	Accra,	the	demarcation	of	ROWs	carve	up	urban	space	







electricity	 transmission	wires.	 They	were	directed	 to	 the	 landlord	of	 the	 surrounding	 space,	who	










temporarily	 resolved,	 as	 tenants	 reached	 an	 agreement	 with	 the	 local	 authorities.	 Despite	 this	
agreement,	their	understanding	was	that	their	presence	was	not	secured	in	the	long-term.	It	was	a	
matter	of	ongoing	temporariness.	


























































were	dismantled	overnight.	 Yet,	Awoshie	 Junction	was	also	more	 than	 the	 sum	of	 its	 immediate	
visible	parts.	 It	was	place	 through	which	 I	was	able	 to	chart	out	 flows,	connections,	 frictions	and	
displacements	that	spanned	across,	between	and	beyond	the	junction,	the	city	and	the	nation.	In	









this	way,	Awoshie	 Junction	became	a	mode	of	 seeing	 the	 city	 from	a	 specific	 locus	–	 a	mode	of	







































he	would	 interrupt	his	dialogue	to	thank	and	greet	 the	giver	 ‘good	morning.’	Some	hours	passed	
before	Sadiq	and	I	received	the	news	that	the	sand	truck	we	would	be	joining	was	back	from	its	most	
recent	delivery.	Eventually,	we	crossed	Awoshie	Junction’s	eight	lanes	of	traffic	to	the	other	side	and	

















and	 I	 asked	 Sadiq	 to	 translate.	 Conversations	 varied	 from	 complaining	 about	 the	 difficulty	 of	
sustaining	a	life	in	Accra	to	the	recent	news	of	Wayne	Rooney’s	drink	driving	scandal.	We	took	the	
main	road	in	the	direction	of	Pokuase	but	made	a	turn	not	far	from	where	we	had	left	at	Awoshie	



































Here,	 we	 dismounted,	 and	 dodging	 between	 sand	 trucks,	 we	 approached	 a	 group	 of	 men	 who	
occupied	the	edges	of	the	pit.	In	Twi,	Cynthia	explained	my	research	and	sought	permission	to	join	
them	at	the	sandpit	for	the	day.	They	looked	at	me	slightly	perplexed,	and	then	directed	us	to	their	
boss,	Mr	Osei.	Mr	Osei	was	a	gentle-walking	man	 in	his	mid	 to	 late	sixties.	Cynthia	 repeated	her	
requests	to	Mr	Osei	and	he	agreed	that	we	could	spend	some	time	with	his	company.	The	sandpit	
did	not	remain	in-situ	for	long.	Given	the	huge	demand	for	sand	and	the	relatively	small	parcels	of	
















At	 the	 sandpits,	 despite	having	permission	 to	be	present	 at	 the	pit,	 access	was	negotiated	at	 an	
individual	 level.	 Here,	 I	 sought	 to	 gain	 insights	 from	 those	 employed	 by	 the	 sand	 contractor:	
individuals	collecting	fees,	employees	taking	note	of	the	number	of	trucks,	those	directing	trucks,	
those	 driving	 the	 bulldozers	 and	 operators	 of	 the	 pay	 loaders.	 These	 insights	 provided	 a	 good	
understanding	of	the	intricacies	of	the	sand	economy	and	these	employees,	together	with	Mr	Osei,	
were	able	to	answer	many	questions	I	had	regarding	the	acquisition	of	land	and	the	extraction	of	







and	 commissions.	 Indeed,	 I	 spent	 considerable	 time	 with	 the	 Chief	 Executive	 of	 the	 Ga	 South	
Municipal	Assembly	(GSMA),	the	municipality	in	which	the	bulk	of	my	research	at	the	sandpits	was	
conducted.	 He	 introduced	 me	 to	 relevant	 officials	 working	 within	 the	 local	 state,	 including	 the	






I	met	with	 other	members	 of	 traditional	 authority,	 including	 a	Ga	 chief	 in	 the	municipality,	who	
provided	 a	 compelling	 rendition	 of	 changing	 land	 relations	 in	 Greater	 Accra.	 Alongside	 these	
meetings,	 I	 conducted	 several	 interviews	with	 officials	 at	 the	Minerals	 Commission,	 the	Head	 of	
Mining	at	the	Environmental	Protection	Agency	(EPA)	and	members	of	the	EPA	at	a	local	branch	in	
Amasaman,	Greater	Accra.	These	interviews	provided	an	opportunity	to	verify	practices	I	had	seen,	



































sand	 is	an	 integral	 component	of	our	contemporary	moment.	Sand	also	emerged	as	a	 significant	
material	in	the	landscape	of	Awoshie	Junction.	It	was	brought	here	upon	the	trucks	which	traversed	
the	 city’s	 very	 edges	 and	was	 laid	 to	 temporary	 rest	 in	 stations,	where	 it	would	 await	 sale.	 The	
presence	of	sand	at	Awoshie	Junction	also	signalled	 its	significance	 in	the	city	writ	 large:	 it	was	a	
material	at	the	centre	of	the	city’s	expanding	form	and	indeed	positioned	as	integral	to	the	life	of	
the	nation.	Despite	the	importance	of	sand	in	cities	 like	Accra,	our	understanding	of	this	material	
remains	attached	 to	 the	historical	development	of	 the	US	and	 the	contemporary	urbanisation	of	
China	and	India.	By	turning	to	the	contemporary	extraction	and	consumption	of	sand	in	a	growing	
West	African	city,	I	suggest	that	we	not	only	write	this	story	from	a	continent	projected	to	experience	
unprecedented	 rates	 of	 urbanisation	 –	 but	 more	 specifically,	 we	 expand	 the	 terms	 of	 debate	
surrounding	the	urbanisation	of	sand	and	expose	both	the	role	of	historical	trajectories	particular	to	
place	 and	 the	 specificities	 of	 socio-natural	 contexts	 in	 shaping	 the	 terms	 through	which	 sand	 is	
urbanised.	With	these	imperatives	in	mind,	in	this	chapter,	I	present	a	review	of	existing	literature	
through	which	to	situate	the	urbanisation	of	sand	in	Accra.	In	this	way,	‘unearthing	a	city	of	sand,’	






geologic’	 and	 a	 ‘geoloization	 of	 the	 political’	 (2018:16).	 From	 this	 point	 of	 departure,	 I	 detail	 an	
engagement	between	the	geologic	and	the	social	in	Ghana	more	specifically,	arguing	that	here,	socio-
political	and	geologic	formations	have	long	been	entwined.	In	turn	they	have	shaped	the	rise	and	fall	







With	 these	 arguments	 in	 mind,	 I	 turn	 to	 three	 sets	 of	 literatures	 which	 provide	 an	 important	
grounding	 for	 situating	 the	 urbanisation	 of	 sand	 theoretically:	 extractive	 industries,	 extractive	
urbanism	and	urban	political	ecology	(UPE).	A	vast	literature	on	the	extractive	industries	provides	a	
good	foundation	for	understanding	the	political	economic	processes	of	extraction	and	how	these	
have	 unfolded	 in	 Ghana	more	 specifically.	 Yet	 this	 literature	 remains	 tied	 to	 particular	 kinds	 of	
materials,	 like	 gold,	 diamonds	 and	 oil.	 This,	 I	 suggest,	 may	 be	 a	 product	 of	 the	 transnational	










the	 situating	 of	 the	 city	 as	 a	 socio-natural	 process.	 While	 offering	 an	 important	 language,	 UPE	
remains	limited	by	its	privileging	of	metabolic	flows	(Myers,	2016),	like	water	and	electricity,	which,	









that	 remain	 integral	 to	 significant	 processes	 underway	 in	 cities	 across	 the	 world.	 Secondly,	 an	
analysis	 of	 the	 urbanisation	 of	 sand	 serves	 to	 strengthen	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 relationships	
between	 urbanisation	 and	 extraction	 as	 co-constitutive	 processes,	 exposing	 the	 fundamental	
material	links	between	resources	and	cities.	Thirdly,	analysing	the	ways	in	which	sand	is	brought	into	






















of	building	material	 is	perhaps	not	unusual,	 given	 the	 relative	expense	of	 transporting	 low	value	
aggregates	to	construction	sites,	compared	to	the	prized	minerals	of	gold	and	diamonds.	However,	
in	 some	cases,	 cement	 structures	were	prefabricated	 in	Europe	and	assembled	 in	 colonial	 towns	
(Njoh,	2009).	Indeed,	‘pre-cast	concrete	walls	were	hauled	from	Holland	across	the	seas	to	Accra’s	
(Ghana)	promontory,	lowered	to	rocking	canoes	and	paddled	precariously	by	intrepid	natives	over	






by	 a	 protracted	 process	 of	 building	when	 income	permits.	 Purchasing	materials	 and	 increasingly	








































The	 demand	 for	 homes	 is	 set	 within	 a	 context	 of	 significant	 under-provision	 of	 housing	 stock	
nationwide,	 felt	particularly	acutely	 in	overcrowded	urban	areas,	 like	Accra	 (Gillespie,	2018).	This	
shortage	can	be	traced	to	the	historical	under-provision	of	housing	under	successive	governmental	






rapidly	 expanding	 urban	 population,	 benefitting	 only	 a	 limited	 portion	 of	 largely	 middle	 class	
inhabitants,	many	of	whom	worked	in	the	large	parastatal	economy.	The	remaining	population	were	
housed	 in	 homes	 they	 either	 constructed	 themselves	 or	 rented	 from	 other	 self-builders	 (ibid).	
Following	independence	in	1957,	the	Ghanaian	government	placed	the	right	to	housing	at	the	centre	
of	their	social	mandate.	Despite	efforts,	the	overall	impact	was	limited,	with	the	newly	formed	State	







In	 the	 late	 1980s,	 the	 draft	 National	 Housing	 Policy	 (1986)	 recognised	 this	 growing	 nation-wide	
housing	shortage	and	the	persistence	of	overcrowding	in	urban	areas,	initiating	a	reviewed	role	for	
the	state	in	the	provision	of	housing	(Arku,	2009).	Under	the	auspices	of	the	International	Monetary	
Fund	 (IMF)	 and	 the	World	 Bank,	 the	 Ghanaian	 government	 retreated	 from	 its	 role	 in	 the	 direct	








The	 result	 has	 been	 the	 sustained	 under-provision	 of	 housing	 for	 lower-middle	 and	 low	 income	
populations,	 generating	 a	 high	 incidence	 of	 slum	dwellings,	 temporary	 shelter	 and	 a	 reliance	 on	
limited	rental	accommodation	through	private	landlords.	Indeed,	the	joint	failure	of	the	government	
and	the	private	sector	 to	 finance	and	construct	sufficient	affordable	housing	 for	a	growing	urban	
population	has	meant	that	three-quarters	of	the	nation’s	urban	inhabitants	are	dependent	upon	the	
rental	 housing	 market	 (Mahama	 and	 Adarkwa,	 2006).
25
		 Yet	 even	 for	 those	 with	 reasonable	
economic	means,	renting	in	Accra	is	challenging	(Luginaah	et	al,	2010).	The	housing	stock	is	not	well	
maintained	and	landlords	require	hefty	capital	upfront.	Exiting	the	rental	market	and	owning	a	home	
is	 therefore	 extremely	 desirable	 (Asante	 et	 al,	 2017).	 However,	with	 houses	 provided	 by	 private	




























the	 nonhuman,	 inhuman	 or	 more-than-human	 into	 account’	 in	 our	 theorisations	 of	 social	 life,	
‘certain	types	of	loci	or	matter…have	turned	out	to	be	more	amenable	to	inclusion	in	this	expanding	
ethico-political	 register	 than	 others’	 (2017:14-15).	 In	 this	 framing,	 they	 posit	 that	 post-human	
literature	has	largely	centred	the	organic,	where	authors	have	sought	to	demonstrate	the	agency,	
resistance	 and	 politics	 of	 the	 more-than-human.	 Much	 of	 this	 absence	 has	 to	 do	 with	 both	 an	










debates	 (ibid,	 15).	 I	would	 argue	 that	unlike	 the	 ‘material-energetic’	 (Clark,	 2018)	possibilities	of	
geological	formations	like	oil	for	example	-	sand,	perhaps	the	most	mundane	of	all,	is	at	risk	of	being	
under-mined	 in	our	 reading	of	 the	more-than-human.	Through	their	arguments,	Yusoff	and	Clark	
propose	a	greater	engagement	between	earth	science	and	social	science	encounters,	alerting	us	to	
‘the	way	geological	strata	might	be	seen	to	condition	and	enable	specific	social	formations’	(ibid,	6).	






In	 this	 vein,	 they	 argue	 that	 ‘just	 as	 there	 are	 calls	 to	 thoroughly	 ‘socialize	 the	 Anthropocene’	
(Lövbrand	et	al.,	2015),	so	too	are	there	rumbling	pressures	to	‘geologize	the	social’	(ibid,	6).	Tracking	
a	history	of	philosophical	engagement	with	the	relationships	between	human	beings	and	inorganic	

























re-imagination	 of	 the	 horizons	 of	 earthly	 time	 itself,	 propelled	 from	 a	 ‘biblically	 sanctioned	 few	
millennia	 to	 hundreds	 of	 millions	 of	 years’	 (2008:	 216,	 217).	 In	 this	 way,	 she	 argues	 that	 the	





















In	 a	 compelling	 turn	 of	 prose,	 Yusoff’s	 recent	 critique	 evidences	 this	 phenomenon	 through	 a	
racialised	 reading	 of	 geology.	 Indeed,	 in	 ‘A	 Billion	 Black	 Anthropocenes	 of	 None’	 (2017),	 Yusoff	








extracted	 from	 earth	 and	 flesh,	which	 undergirds	 the	 ferocious	 formation	 of	 the	 Anthropocene.	
Through	this	analysis,	she	makes	a	call	to	 ‘desediment	the	social	 life	of	geology,	to	place	 it	 in	the	





In	 this	 respect,	 the	 socio-political	 and	 geologic	 have	 long	 been	 entwined	 in	 particular	 and	 often	
violent	ways.	In	Ghana,	much	of	this	historical	dimension	centres	around	the	most	prized	mineral	in	
the	nation’s	geologic	make-up:	gold.	Owing	to	a	succession	of	 tectonic	events	around	two	billion	
years	 ago,	 significant	 land	 masses	 of	 West	 Africa	 ‘folded,	 faulted,	 metamorphosed,	 and	 were	

















which	marks	 a	 violent	 process	 of	 exploitation	 and	 dispossession.	More	 broadly,	 these	 geosocial	














the	past,	gold	dominated	 the	 landscape	of	extraction.	Now,	despite	gold	constituting	49%	of	 the	
nation’s	export	value,	pasted	on	the	walls	of	the	Mineral	Commission	–	which	functions	as	the	first	
point	 of	 contact	 for	 prospective	 investors	 –	 are	 vast	 maps	 boasting	 the	 country’s	 diverse	
subterranean	riches:	diamonds,	bauxite,	manganese.	Together,	the	extractive	industries	account	for	
64%	of	exports,	10%	of	GDP,	18%	of	government	revenue	and	2%	of	employment	(EITIa,	2019).	The	
prominence	 of	 extraction	 in	 Ghana’s	 economy	 has	 been	 a	 historical	 process.	While	 the	 decades	



























mining	corporations	were	able	 to	acquire	 large	mining	concessions	 for	extended	periods	of	 time,	
with	a	guaranteed	security	of	use	(ibid).	These	regulatory	changes	generated	huge	influxes	of	foreign	




60s	 and	 70s,	 the	 ‘reigning	 paradigm	 of	 development…was	 state-led	 industrialisation	 and	
modernisation,’	by	the	1980s,	the	pursuit	of	resource-led	growth	emerged	as	a	key	growth	strategy	
on	 the	 continent	 (2014:	 293).	 Key	 players	 in	 the	 development	 regime	 highlighted	 the	 potential	
growth	prospects	harnessed	from	natural	resources	and	between	1994	and	2002,	the	World	Bank	





out	 of	 poverty	 and	 contribute	 to	 sustainable	 development.	 These	 industries	 create	 jobs	
directly	 and	 indirectly,	 transfer	 technologies	 and	 knowledge,	 and	 generate	 significant	
income.	 The	 fiscal	 benefits	 provide	 governments	with	 a	 financial	 base	 for	 infrastructure	
development	and	social	service	delivery’	(World	Bank,	2009:	5).	
	
Meanwhile,	 a	 growing	 literature	 on	what	 has	 been	 denoted	 as	 the	 ‘resource	 curse’	 casts	 a	 dark	































to	 double	 over	 the	 coming	 years.
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	With	 further	 licensing	 rounds	 and	 Presidential	 promises	 of	
onshore	 exploration	 in	 the	 Voltaian	 basin,	 a	 certain	 ‘nostalgia	 for	 the	 future’	 (Piot,	 2010)	
characterises	 attitudes	 towards	 oil,	 with	 this	 industry	 positioned	 as	 a	 potential	 cornerstone	 in	 a	





bring	 an	 influx	 of	 not	 only	 major	 oil	 companies,	 but	 also	 innumerable	 advisory	 bodies,	 donors,	
consultants	and	NGOs	versed	in	the	international	best	practice	of	oil	sector	management’	(ibid).	This	
is	 perhaps	 most	 aptly	 illustrated	 by	 Ghana’s	 joining	 of	 the	 Extractive	 Industries	 Transparency	
Initiative	(EITI)	in	2007,	which	presents	itself	as		
	
‘the	 global	 standard	 to	 promote	 the	 open	 and	 accountable	management	 of	 oil,	 gas	 and	
mineral	 resources…By	 doing	 so,	 the	 EITI	 seeks	 to	 strengthen	 public	 and	 corporate	






















Watts’	 (2004)	work	on	the	Niger	Delta	has	been	 instrumental	 in	 this	 respect,	exposing	the	short-
comings	 of	 a	 commodity-determinism	 embedded	 in	 resource-curse	 approaches,	 and	 instead	
presenting	 an	 analytical	 framework	 for	 understanding	 oil-based	 capitalism	 through	 a	 set	 of	
contradictory	 ‘governable	 spaces’	 (the	 chieftainship,	 the	 ethnic	 minority,	 the	 nation	 state).	 In	 a	
similar	 critique	 of	 the	 resource	 curse,	 Ferguson	 (2006)	 has	 exposed	 the	 disjointed	 geography	 of	
global	 capital	 investment	with	 respect	 to	 resources	 in	African	countries.	 In	his	analysis,	 Ferguson	
(2006)	pits	‘socially	thick’	models	against	‘socially	thin’	models	of	extraction.	While	Zambia’s	state-





Moreover,	 Ferguson	 highlights	 the	 uneasy	 relationship	 between	 counties	which	 in	 ‘conventional	







“thin”	 mineral-extraction	 enclaves…the	 “movement	 of	 capital”	 here	 does	 not	 cover	 the	
globe;	it	connects	discrete	points	on	it’	(2006:38).	
	













orientation	 frustrating	 national	 planning	 and	 economic	 independence,	 and	 increasing	























involving	 paperwork,	 environmental	 impact	 assessments	 (EIA),	 interviews	 and	 fee	 payments	 –	 a	
convoluted	process	which	has	both	deterred	and	prevented	considerable	numbers	of	 small-scale	
miners	 from	engaging	with	 the	process	 (ibid).	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 estimated	 that	 less	 than	30%	of	ASM	















(Nyame	 and	 Grant,	 2012:168;	 Tschakert,	 2009;	 Tschakert	 and	 Singha,	 2007).	 Moreover,	 the	
widespread	use	of	mercury	 is	environmentally	damaging,	 the	excess	of	which	 is	often	discharged	
into	water	bodies,	thus	polluting	water	and	degrading	habitats	(ibid).		
	
The	 simultaneous	expansion	of	both	 large	and	 small	 scale	mining	 (LSM	and	ASM)	has	 generated	
significant	friction.	A	huge	proportion	of	mineralised	land	is	under	concession	to	large	scale	mining	
companies,	which	has	displaced	tens	of	 thousands	of	 inhabitants	and	 limited	access	 to	resources	













This	 survey	of	work	provides	 an	 important	 grounding	 for	 understanding	 the	nature	of	 extractive	
industries	 in	 Ghana	 and	 the	 different	 approaches	 to	 understanding	 these	 political	 relationships	







have	 taken	 place,	 the	 political	 economy	 of	 these	 shifts	 and	 the	 ecological	 implications	 thus	









way,	 these	 frameworks	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 privilege	 prized	 minerals	 of	 transnational	 character,	
particularly	those	that	flow	from	the	global	south	to	north,	where	the	most	globally	unequal	relations	
of	 resource	 extraction	 may	 be	 analysed	 through	 political-economic	 critique.	 These	 terms	 of	
engagement	with	extractive	resources	have	shaped	which	kinds	of	minerals	get	written	about,	by	
whom	and	 from	where,	 shedding	 light	on	why	a	 resource,	 like	 sand,	has	 remained	 ‘off	 the	map’	
(Robinson,	2006).	This,	in	addition	to	a	generalised	anti-urban	bias	in	traditional	Africanist	studies,	
may	 also	 add	 further	 weight	 in	 explaining	 why	 the	 extraction	 of	 sand,	 and	 its	 subsequent	
consumption	within	the	city,	has	received	limited	attention.		
	
Yet,	 as	 I	 show,	 sand	 is	 a	material	 integral	 to	 the	 life	 of	 the	 nation	 and	 its	 cities	 and	 thus	 sand’s	
extraction	and	consumption	remains	significant	in	its	political,	economic	and	ecological	implications.	
Thus,	 I	suggest,	that	the	extraction	and	consumption	of	sand	within	Ghana,	and	more	specifically	








these	mines	 generated	 the	 grandest	urban	 centres	 in	 the	Americas	 (Dore,	 2000	 in	Bryceson	and	
MacKinnon,	 2014).	 The	 extraction	 of	 coal	 formed	 new	 towns	 in	 industrial	 Britain	 and	 the	 mid-
nineteenth	century	California	gold	rush	propelled	hundreds	of	thousands	of	migrants	–	or	the	so-
called	 ‘49ers’	–	to	the	mining	camps	surrounding	the	goldfields	(ibid).	These	are	 just	some	of	the	
more	 familiar	 stories	 that	 highlight	 the	 linkages	 between	 extraction	 and	 urbanisation.	 Indeed,	
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referencing	 Brechin	 (1999),	 Bridge	 (2015)	 points	 to	 the	 environmental	 history	 of	 San	 Francisco,	
writing	that	the	city	‘grew	to	prominence	in	the	California	Gold	Rush	and	subsequently	financed	the	




to	 argue	 that	 the	 skyscrapers	 of	 San	 Francisco	 are	 technologically,	 economically,	 and	








Several	 works	 have	 explored	 the	 multifaceted	 relationship	 between	 resource	 extraction	 and	
urbanisation.	A	classic	example	is	Ferguson’s	(1999)	exploration	of	urban	life	on	the	Zambian	copper	
belt,	which	offers	ethnographic	insight	into	both	the	rise	and	fall	of	mining	urban	life.	In	this	narrative,	








Kirshner	 and	Power	 (2015)	write	of	 the	 ‘extractive	urbanism’	 in	Mozambique.	Writing	 from	Tete	
province,	which	has	been	the	epicentre	of	several	coal	mega-projects,	they	argue	that	a	distinctive	





mining	 and	 African	 urbanisation	 as	 ‘mineralised	 urbanisation.’	 In	 their	 definition,	 ‘mineralised	
urbanisation’	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 the	 ‘influence	 of	 mineral	 production	 cycles	 and	 commodity	
chains	 on	 urban	 growth	 and	 settlement	 patterns	 at	 local,	 regional	 and	 national	 level’	 (2014,	 2).	
86	
	
















in	 the	 Ashanti	 Region	 and	 extends	 to	 the	 Jungle	 Boom	 of	 1901-1902,	 in	which	 over	 400	mining	
companies	 were	 formed	 and	 urban	 regions	 grew	 along	 the	 coast.	 Following	 a	 period	 of	 mining	
decline	 during	 the	 era	 of	 independence,	 the	 liberalised	 mining	 sector	 from	 the	 1980s	 onwards	
generated	migration	to	mining	sites.	Yet,	Gough	and	Yankson	argue	that	the	relationship	between	











oil	 industry	 ‘poaches’	on	 ‘established	urban	spaces	and	structures	 to	minimize	start-up	costs	and	
ensure	 maximum	 freedom	 for	 foot-loose	 oil	 capital,	 evident	 in	 the	 use	 of	 air	 force	 personnel,	
runways,	 and	waiting	 rooms	 and	 the	 navy’s	 harbour	 and	 berths’	 (2018:	 15).	 In	 this	way,	 Chalfin	
argues	for	a	rigorous	analysis	of	ways	in	which	oil	and	cities	cohabit	across	land	and	water.	More	
broadly,	 Obeng-Odoom	 (2009)	 presents	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 oil	 and	 urban	
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city,’	 founded	 on	 the	 redistribution	 of	 oil	 rents	 and	 an	 expanded	 local	 and	 national	 institutional	









These	 readings	 of	 an	 ‘extractive	 urbanism’	 provide	 a	 set	 of	 critical	 discussions	 within	 which	 an	
extractive	resource,	like	sand,	can	be	positioned	with	respect	to	the	city	and	urbanisation	processes	
more	 broadly.	 The	 authors	 cited	 here	 presented	 a	 multifaceted	 set	 of	 relationships	 between	
extraction	and	cities	that	have	shifted	across	time	and	come	to	form	in	different	kinds	of	spaces.	In	
these	readings,	extractive	 industries	have	shaped	the	world’s	 largest	cities	and	some	of	the	most	














said	about	 the	urbanisation	of	extractive	 resources.	 Indeed,	 this	 thesis	 seeks	 to	move	beyond	an	
analysis	of	the	relationship	between	sand	and	cities	and	consider	–	at	a	fundamentally	material	level	
–	the	ways	in	which	sand	is	transformed	into	the	city	itself.	It	is	in	this	vein	that	I	turn	to	a	literature	










process	 by	 which	 new	 sociospatial	 formations,	 intertwinings	 of	 materials,	 and	 collaborative	
enmeshing	 of	 social	 nature	 emerge	 and	 present	 themselves	 and	 are	 explicitly	 created	 through	
























the	 question	 of	 power	 as	 central	 in	 these	 processes,	 arguing	 that	 ‘urban	 political	 ecology	more	
explicitly	recognizes	that	the	material	conditions	that	comprise	urban	environment	are	controlled,	
manipulated	 and	 serve	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 elite	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 marginalized	 populations	






contributions	 that	 focus	 on	 the	 uneven	 urbanization	 of	 nature,	 the	 socio-ecological	
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inequalities	 that	 pattern	 cities,	 and	 the	 perplexing	 socionatural	 landscapes	 that	 capitalist	
urbanization	produces	within,	between,	and	beyond	cities’	(2019:4).		
	





common.	More	 recent	 work	 on	 rare	 earth	metals	 brings	 into	 view	 some	 potential	 connections,	
exposing	the	life	cycles	of	coltan	from	extraction	zones,	to	global	consumer	as	digital	and	electronic	
devices,	and	returned	to	cities	of	the	global	south	as	e-waste.	As	Ernstson	and	Swyngedouw	write,	
‘the	 material	 underbelly	 of	 the	 virtual	 worlds	 of	 Tweets,	 Instagram	 videos,	 or	 Uber-calls,	 and	
fantasies	of	smart	urbanism,	reveals	a	dystopian	and	ruinous	socio-ecological	landscape’	(2019:7).	In	
fact,	Ghana	is	one	of	the	world’s	largest	importers	of	global	e-waste,	hosting	the	planet’s	largest	e-


































of	more	 rurally	 based	political-ecology	 research	 from	Africa	may	offer	 a	way	 forward’	 for	 a	UPE	















accumulation	 (as	 per	 early	 UPE),	 existing	work	 in	 African	 cities,	 beyond	UPE,	 has	 exposed	more	
diffuse	 forms	of	power,	driven	by	a	 range	of	historical	 impulses,	 as	well	 as	 intersections	of	 race,	
gender	and	other	identities.	Looking	to	existing	work,	they	suggest	that	analyses	in	African	cities	have	
highlighted	fractious	forms	of	governing	and	social	action,	exposing	the	variegated	sets	of	 ‘logics,	













ante-lives	 of	 urban	 form	 -	 or	 the	 socio-natural	 transformations	 which	 give	 rise	 to	 the	 material	
skeleton	 of	 cities	 through	 which	 people	 and	 energies	 subsequently	 flow.	 Moreover,	 UPE	 has	


















and	expose	 the	potential	 for	 expanding	our	 existing	understanding	of	 both	extractive	 and	urban	
processes	 through	 an	 analysis	 of	 sand’s	 urbanisation.	 These	 are	 theoretical	 manoeuvres	 that	
together	I	position	as	unearthing	a	city	of	sand.	This	chapter	began	by	detailing	the	historical	and	
contemporary	contours	of	sand	demand	in	Accra,	providing	an	important	context	for	us	to	situate	
the	 urbanisation	 of	 sand	 in	 the	 present	 unfolding	 of	 the	 city.	 This	was	 followed	 by	 a	 critique	 of	
















these	existing	contributions.	The	 first	dealt	with	extractive	 industries	more	broadly	and	 in	Ghana	
specifically,	outlining	the	discourses	through	which	extraction	has	been	theorised.	As	both	blessing,	
curse	 and	an	outcome	of	political-economic	 relations,	 this	 literature	discussed	 the	production	of	
specific	forms	of	geographies,	labour	relations	and	ecological	implications	embedded	in	extractive	
processes.	 A	 vast	 literature	 on	 the	 extractive	 industries	 provides	 a	 good	 foundation	 for	
understanding	the	political	economic	processes	of	extraction	and	how	these	have	unfolded	in	Ghana	




the	 political-economic	 parameters	 of	 an	 extractive	 industries	 literature	 and	 the	 privileging	 of	
particular	kinds	of	data.	 Indeed,	 I	 suggested	 that	 sand’s	 tendency	 to	be	extracted	and	consumed	
within	 the	nation	state	 renders	 it	 less	visible	 to	 traditional	kinds	of	political	economic	analysis	of	








on	 cities,	 as	 opposed	 to	 detailing	 the	 co-constitution	 of	 extractive	 and	 urbanisation	 processes.	
Moreover,	 they	 remain	 limited	 in	 their	 ability	 to	 capture	 the	 kinds	 of	 intrinsic	 material	
transformations	that	the	urbanisation	of	sand	presents.	With	these	critiques	in	mind,	I	turn	to	UPE,	
as	 an	 important	 theoretical	 foundation	 through	which	 to	 politicise	 the	material	 transformations	
undergirding	the	urbanisation	of	nature.	Despite	offering	an	important	language	and	theoretical	lens,	








Together,	 the	 literature	presented	here	offers	 an	 important	basis	 for	pursuing	an	analysis	of	 the	
urbanisation	of	sand.	Sand	speaks	to	existing	work	on	geological	strata,	colonial	histories,	extractive	
industries,	 mineralised	 urbanisation	 and	 UPE.	 Yet,	 sand	 also	 disturbs	 some	 of	 the	 underlying	
assumptions	and	biases	within	this	work,	as	well	as	exposing	a	significant	lacuna	across	existing	social	
science	 research.	 More	 specifically,	 an	 analysis	 of	 sand’s	 urbanisation	 extends	 our	 reading	 of	
extractive	practices	beyond	prized	materials,	 like	 gold	 and	oil,	 exposing	domestic	 geographies	of	
extraction	 and	 consumption	 that	 undergird	 contemporary	 urban	 processes	 across	 the	 planet.	





































which	 a	 socio-natural,	 postcolonial	 politics	 of	 land	 shapes	 the	 location	 and	 practices	 of	 sand’s	
extraction	at	the	city’s	edges.	Indeed,	I	show	that	the	land	from	which	sand	is	extracted	is	geologically	




is	 unearthed	 through	 a	 specifically	 postcolonial,	 socio-natural	 politics.	 Yet,	 I	 argue	 that	 while	
governed	by	underlying	geological	deposits,	shifting	ecological	conditions	and	a	postcolonial	politics	









































like	Amasaman	and	Pokuase,	 the	unearthing	of	 sand	and	 the	unfolding	of	 the	 city	had	 together,	












There	were	 some	places	 that	were	not	 yet	developed	and	 it	was	here	where	 they	were	
winning	 the	 sand,	 and	 that	was	part	 of	Ashalaja.	 Places	 that	were	not	developed,	 that’s	
where	they	did	that.’		
	
But	sand	winning	 is	 ‘finished’	 in	Ashalaja	and	has	rather	shifted	further	north	towards	Hobor	and	
Obom.	 We	 discussed	 the	 shifting	 locations	 of	 both	 the	 sandpit	 and	 the	 city	 and	 the	 politician	
explained,	 ‘the	 sand	winning	 is	 always	 in	 Ga	 rural.	 Ga	 rural	 is	 a	 vast	 land	 and	 that	 place	 is	 not	
developed.	That	is	where	the	sand	winning	is.’	As	the	sandpit	shifted,	so	did	the	city	and	as	it	seemed,	









































































the	 need	 to	 urbanize	 and	 domesticate	 nature	 and	 the	 parallel	 necessity	 to	 push	 the	 ecological	
frontier	outward	as	the	city	expanded’	(2006:115).	In	this	chapter,	I	seek	to	supplement	this	broad	












































extracted	 is	 geologically	 uneven,	 ecologically	 anxious	 and	 implicated	 in	 a	 postcolonial	 politics	 of	
disputed	ownership	and	contested	access.	 I	show	that	while	this	socio-natural	politics	shapes	the	
process	of	 sand	extraction,	 the	unearthing	of	 sand	simultaneously	 re-works	 this	politics.	Drawing	
upon	ethnographic	fieldwork	at	sandpits,	interviews	at	government	bodies	and	secondary	sources,	












the	 tarpaulin	 that	 stretched	 across	 the	 truck,	 generously	 dusting	 the	 roads	 with	 the	 material.	
Delivering	 sand	 to	 block	 factories	 or	 construction	 sites,	 the	 trucks	 transported	 the	 humble	
commodity	towards	its	destiny	as	new	urban	form.	Some	trucks	returned	from	the	sandpits,	bringing	
sand	to	the	station,	where	it	was	unloaded,	sold	and	redistributed.	Here,	sand	spilled	out	over	the	










buying	and	selling	valuable	commodities,	 like	gold	and	cocoa,	 to	and	 from	African	and	European	
traders	 (Clottey,	 2015).	 Today,	 the	 economy	 of	 contemporary	 Accra	 has	 diversified	 extensively.	





Regional	 Spatial	 Development	 Framework,	 2017).	 Yet	Greater	 Accra	 itself	 is	 geologically	 uneven,	
endowing	 specific	 regions	 with	 higher	 quality	 sand	 in	 abundance,	 which	 in	 turn	 shapes	 the	
geographical	locations	of	sandpits.	
	
On	our	 first	meeting,	not	 far	 from	a	 cluster	of	 villages	at	a	 road	 junction,	 I	 joined	Mr	Osei	as	he	
embedded	 himself	 in	 the	 process	 of	 unearthing	 sand.	 As	 reels	 of	 sand	 surfaced	 at	 the	 pit,	 we	
discussed	the	quality	of	the	sand.	It	was	medium	sand,	he	explained.	Medium	sand	could	be	used	for	
building	blocks	and	 if	 there	were	 reels	of	 smoother,	whiter	 sand,	 those	grains	 could	be	used	 for	
plastering.	 In	our	discussions,	Mr	Osei	 confirmed	the	geological	knowledge	of	Greater	Accra	 that	
both	 the	 tipper	 drivers	 and	 members	 of	 the	 Minerals	 Commission	 had	 shared	 with	 me.	 This	




































































the	 sand	 in	 the	 truck,	 guiding	 us	 and	moving	 out	 of	 the	 way	 when	 necessary.	 As	 the	 operator	
gathered	the	sand,	I	noticed	that	the	volume	of	sand	he	collected	varied.	Sometimes	he	filled	the	
front	bucket	 to	 its	edges,	at	other	 times,	much	of	 the	bucket	 remained	empty.	As	he	 tentatively	




















and	 available.	 During	 rainy	 seasons,	 the	 overall	 supply	 of	 sand	was	 reduced	 and	 it	 provided	 an	
opportunity	for	Piam	to	sell	the	less	desirable	sand	at	the	same	price.	Thus,	in	rainy	seasons,	they	
would	return	to	sandpits	and	extract	the	darker,	medium	sand	that	was	not	sold	at	high	season.	This	




–	with	different	velocities,	 intensities	and	extensions,’	which	 together	give	 rise	 to	 time-spaces	of	
mining	(2018:215).	Through	shifting	with	the	sandpit,	I	would	learn	that	the	mining	temporalities	of	
sand	 required	 knowledge	 beyond	 Greater	 Accra’s	 geological	 constitution	 as	 a	 static	 landscape.	





Geological	 formations	 produced	 uneven	 natures	 that	 endowed	 some	 regions	 with	 prized	 rocks,	
others	with	prosaic	rocks	and	some	with	no	rocks	at	all.	More	than	an	inevitable	space,	generated	
simply	by	 the	demands	of	 the	city,	a	geosocial	 reading	helps	us	begin	 to	understand	 the	 shifting	









and	 Mining	 Act	 2006,	 sand	 –	 alongside	 basalt,	 clay,	 granite,	 limestone,	 marble	 and	 others	 –	 is	
classified	as	an	industrial	mineral,	subjecting	it	to	a	specific	set	of	governing	rules.	The	law	requires	
that	 sand	 mining	 operators	 acquire	 a	 restricted	 license	 granted	 by	 the	 Minerals	 Commission,	
effective	 for	 up	 to	 15	 years.	 Unlike	 other	 minerals,	 where	 the	 state	 actively	 promotes	 foreign	





occupier	of	 land	 is	granted	a	special	 right	with	 regards	 to	 industrial	minerals	 for	non-commercial	
purposes,	whereby	 the	owner,	occupier	or	holder	 is	 given	 rights	 to	prospect	and	mine	 solely	 for	
building,	road	construction	or	agricultural	purposes	on	the	land,	‘so	long	as	the	exercise	of	the	right	
is	 not	 inconsistent	with	 or	 detrimental	 to	 the	 right	 of	 another	 person	 holding	 a	mineral	 right	 in	
respect	of	the	land’	(Minerals	and	Mining	Act,	2006:	44,	[80]).	The	provisions	that	refer	to	mineral	
rights	 also	 apply	 to	 industrial	 minerals,	 including	 obligations,	 mineral	 right	 fees,	 royalties	 and	
108	
	
compensation.	 Sand	 winning	 is	 governed	 more	 specifically	 by	 local	 bye-laws	 under	 the	 Local	
Governance	Act,	2016.	In	the	GSMA	where	much	of	my	research	took	place,	bye-laws	regulate	the	
process	 of	 obtaining	 a	 specific	 permit	 from	 the	 district,	 issuing	 fines	 for	 winning	 from	 an	


























to	 decipher	who	 the	 owner	 of	 the	 land	was	 and	where	 the	 boundaries	 of	 that	 specific	 plot	 lay.	
Following	this	initial	research,	a	prospecting	period	is	set	in	motion.	The	prospecting	of	land	involves	













The	 process	 of	 acquiring	 land,	 Mr	 Osei	 explained,	 was	 difficult.	 Despite	 land	 being	 acquired	
temporarily	for	the	sole	purpose	of	the	extraction	of	sand	and	then	returned	to	its	owner,	the	high	



















the	Gold	 Coast	 (Firmin-Sellers,	 1996).	 Consequently,	 land	was	 being	 transferred	 between	 chiefs,	

















set	 of	 institutions,	 whose	 relative	 balance	 of	 power	 was	 an	 important	 means	 of	 maintaining	
legitimate	authority.	 In	the	years	preceding	colonial	rule,	the	mantsemei	–	or	town	fathers,	 (sing.	
mantse)	 –	 of	 each	 town	 or	 quarter,	 acted	 as	 the	 ‘leading	 public	 office-holders,’	 the	 symbolic	
representation	of	which	was	a	stool	(sei).	The	Ga	stool,	however,	as	Clottey	observes,	‘serves	more	





















are	 the	 lagoons.	 As	 I	 have	 already	 observed,	with	 high	 salinity,	 the	 lagoons	 provide	 the	Ga	with	
abundant	salt,	which	formed	a	central	tenet	of	commercial	wealth	(Parker,	2000).	Together	with	hills	











land	 priests,	 and	 family	 or	 clan	 heads’	 (Boamah	 and	 Walker,	 2016:88).	 Under	 customary	 law,	
communal	land	was	held	in	trust	and	governed	by	a	principle	of	land	tenure	which	firmly	stated	that	

























1964,	 87).	 Thus,	 unlike	 the	 Akan,	 the	 Ga	 have	 a	 decentralised	 system	 of	 land	 holdings’	
(Yeboah,	2008:	436-437).	
	







fee,	 the	 value	 of	which	 depends	 on	 the	 right	 in	 the	 land	 being	 demanded;	 and	 upon	 the	
slaughter	of	a	sheep,	the	land	[was]	allocated.	However,	these	rights	are	usufructory	that	is,	













early	 as	 the	 1830s,	 and	 sales	 of	 privately	 owned	 real	 estate	 began	 to	 take	 place	 by	 the	 1850s’	















However,	allodial	rights	to	 land	were	vested	 in	 lineages	who	held	 it	 in	trust	for	past,	present	and	
future	generations.	Custom,	however,	was	fluid,	both	between	and	within	lineages	and	the	social	
norms	that	governed	land	shifted	over	time	to	reflect	broader	changes	in	society.	Underlying	this	






	Opposition	 to	 the	 proposed	 bills,	 however,	marked	 an	 important	 turning	 point	 in	 the	
evolution	of	 governance	 and	property	 rights	more	 specifically,	 following	which,	 ‘colonial	 officials	
consistently	 fought	 to	 uphold	 notions	 of	 customary	 land	 tenure’	 (Firmin-Sellers,	 1996:32).	 Here,	
‘their	 change	 of	 heart	 reflects	 the	 logic	 of	 indirect	 rule,’	 which	 sought	 to	 build	 upon	 authority	
invested	in	traditional	rulers	(ibid).	Indeed,	the	logics	of	indirect	rule	dictated	that	power	should	be	
delegated	 to	 traditional	 rulers,	 positioning	 chiefs	 as	 ‘‘natural	 experts’:	 men	 who	 could	 issue	
authoritative,	unambiguous	declarations	of	custom	and,	in	doing	so,	preserve	peace	and	stability	in	
their	states’	(Firmin-Sellers,	1996:34).	In	1878,	governed	by	these	logics,	which	were	thought	to	bring	
maximum	 stability	with	minimal	 financial	 cost	 to	 the	 colonial	 state,	 the	British	 implemented	 the	
Native	 Jurisdiction	Ordinance,	which	served	to	reconfigure	the	Ga	republics	 into	a	 rigid	hierarchy	
inspired	by	the	Akan	social	system	(ibid)	(see	fig.	4).	The	NJO	promoted	the	office	of	the	mantse,	










to	exclude	small-scale	miners	while	handing	over	a	significant	degree	of	 rights	and	power	 to	 foreign	mining	companies	 (Ofosu-
Mensah,	2011).	While	 the	Ordinance	recognised	the	 indigenous	ownership	of	 the	 land,	 the	government	 ‘excluded	the	sensitive	






Ga Mashi Leeward Ga 























However,	 the	colonial	 state	also	sought	 to	acquire	 lands	 for	public	use.	Here,	 the	colonial	 state’s	
‘dual	motives	of	supposedly	preserving	Ga	customary	land	tenure	while	at	the	same	time	passing	
many	 pieces	 of	 legislation	 to	 procure	Ga	 lands	 for	 public	 use	 and	 protect	 tenure	 security	 in	 the	
environs	of	Accra	led	to	the	establishment	and	modification	of	both	statutory	and	customary	courts	
of	 adjudication’	 (Clottey,	 2015:120).	 The	 support	 of	 customary	 law	 alongside	 statutory	 law	
introduced	by	the	colonial	state,	gave	rise	to	plural	legal	systems	for	land	in	Ghana,	pitching	‘Western	
legal	 provisions	 against	 the	 customary	 laws	 of	 the	 diverse	 societies’	 (Darkwa	 and	 Attuqiayefio,	
2012:142).	 Indeed,	 the	colonial	 state’s	 land	governance	strategy	gave	 rise	 to	 the	 ‘co-existence	of	








came	 to	 define	Ga	 identity’	 (2014:39).	 These	 emerging	 struggles	 to	 define	 custom	were	 set	 in	 a	
context	 where	 both	 ‘urban	 and	 suburban	 land	 became	 an	 increasingly	 valuable	 economic	 and	
political	 economy,’	 setting	 in	motion	a	 ‘kaleidsocope	of	 legal	 struggles’	 as	office	holders,	 lineage	
heads	and	individuals	vied	for	control	over	increasingly	lucrative	land	holdings	(Parker,	2000:	198).	
As	 Parker	 writes,	 ‘the	 expanding	 city	 was	 hotly	 contested	 from	 the	 outset’	 –	 a	 conflict,	 which	
‘occurred	repeatedly	as	Accra’s	urban	frontier	spread	into	the	surrounding	kose’	(ibid,	198-199).35	

























The	 broad	 conclusion	was	 that	 property	 rights	 and	 custom	 remained	 both	 fluid	 and	 insecure,	 a	
situation	 that	 would	 sow	 the	 seeds	 for	 future	 dispute	 (ibid;	 Obeng-Odoom,	 2016).	 Indeed,	 land	
conflicts	 in	 the	 Ga	 State	 increased	 throughout	 the	 inter-war	 years.	 These	 involved	 contested	







enlivened	already	contested	 regimes	within	 the	 fractious	Ga	 state.	Here,	a	politics	of	ownership,	























During	this	era,	Ga	 lands	were	 increasingly	alienated	via	 lease	and	statutory	 laws	(Quarcoopome,	
1992).	 Land	became	a	highly	political	 issue	at	a	 local,	 regional	and	national	 scale	and	allegations	
amounted	 surrounding	 the	 corrupt	 allocation	 and	management	 of	 land	 by	 politicians	 and	 public	




of	 tenure	 insecurity	 which	 resulted	 in	 multiple	 land	 sales,	 land	 litigation,	 chieftaincy	 disputes,	
landlessness,	and	land	conflicts’	(Clottey,	2015:231).	Indeed,	despite	reducing	the	power	of	the	elites	
over	the	control	of	land,	Firmin-Sellers	(1996)	argues	that,	set	within	the	context	of	limited	checks	
over	 the	 central	 government’s	 power,	 the	 institutions	 of	 independence	 failed	 to	 articulate	 the	
government’s	willingness	to	enforce	property	rights.	As	such,	‘the	constitution	did	not	provide	any	
assurance	that	government	would	not	use	its	coercive	authority	arbitrarily,	seizing	individually	held	













the	National	 Liberation	 Council	 (NLC)	 (1966-1969)	 and	 the	 Progress	 Party	 (1969-1972)	 sought	 to	
overturn	many	of	the	laws	previously	laid	out,	including	the	privatisation	of	state-owned	enterprises	
and	farms	(Clottey,	2015).	Significantly,	following	the	military	regime	of	the	NLC,	the	Progress	Party	
(Second	Republic)	vested	the	control	of	stool	 lands	 in	 their	 respective	stools	 (ibid).	A	subsequent	
military	 regime,	 led	 by	 the	National	 Redemption	 Council	 and	 the	 Supreme	Military	 Council,	was	
marked	 by	 a	 series	 of	 compulsory	 acquisitions	 that	 resulted	 in	 landlessness,	 displacement,	 land	
disputes	and	tenure	insecurity	(ibid).	Under	the	Limann	administration	(Third	Republic),	the	security	
of	communal	land	tenure	was	promoted	and	traditional	leaders	given	representation	on	the	Lands	
Commission	 and	 district	 councils	 (ibid).	 The	 final	military	 regime	 led	 by	 the	 Provisional	 National	





read	 as	 a	 set	 of	 accumulated	 regimes	 of	 contested	 land	 governance.	 Here,	 the	 attempted	
deployment	 of	 centralised	 power,	 the	 continuous	 re-crafting	 of	 institutions	 and	 the	 ongoing	 re-
invention	of	the	laws	of	customary	land	served	to	centre	ambiguity	and	contestation	as	central	facets	
in	the	management	of	land	in	Accra.	In	contemporary	Accra,	these	principles	remain	the	underlying	









                                                
36	The	Constitution,	which	continues	to	govern	land	administration	in	the	present	day,	stipulates	that	there	are	two	types	of	land	in	











under	customary	 law,	 land	 is	still	 required	to	be	registered	under	statutory	 laws	(Nyasulu,	2012).	
Boamah	and	Walker	argue	that	the	plural	legal	systems	initiated	under	the	‘distortions’	of	colonial	
rule	have	generated	competing	 regulated	and	unregulated	 land	markets,	whereby	 ‘statutory	and	
customary	 legal	 systems	 have	 been	 adapted	 by	 actors	 whose	 ultimate	 goal	 is	 to	 maximize	
benefits/minimise	 sanctions	 and	 legitimize	 their	 land	 use	 actions’	 (2016:87;	 Darkwa	 and	
Attuquayefio,	2012).	Nationwide,	 the	acquisition,	administration	and	governance	of	 land	 is	beset	
with	 challenges	 including:	 difficulty	 in	 determining	 boundaries	 of	 stool/skin	 lands;	 litigations	



















The	 researchers	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 performing	 the	 early	 labour	 of	 ensuring	 that	 the	
company	 would	 not	 be	 exposed	 to	 the	 risks	 associated	 with	 lands	 caught	 in	 dispute	 or	 formal	
litigations.	For	sand	winners,	 the	risks	associated	with	 this	uncertainty	embedded	 in	 the	 land	are	
                                                
37	As	Larbie	et	al	note,	‘this	implies	that	the	indigenous	owners	take	all	management	decisions	and	exercise	the	powers	that	go	with	


























is	 everywhere.	 Sand	 forms	 about	 70%	 of	 materials	 used	 in	 building	 and	 construction.	
Everything	is	sand.	Before	anything	can	happen,	sand	is	the	first	requirement.’		
	









This	 reflects	 the	 government	 stipulation	 that	 the	extraction	of	 industrial	minerals	 is	 reserved	 for	
national	citizens	unless	an	investment	of	US$10	million	is	made,	bespeaking	the	limited	opportunities	











knowledge	 of	 the	 dynamics	 of	 land	 as	 a	 socio-natural	 institution.	 It	 required	 an	 insight	 into	 its	
irregular	 geology.	 It	 obliged	 an	understanding	of	 its	 fluctuating	 ecologies.	And	 it	 necessitated	 an	
appreciation	of	its	evolving	politics.	In	this	geosocial	reading	then,	the	extraction	of	sand	is	not	simply	
a	matter	of	location.	Sand	is	locked	into	the	land	in	which	it	was	embedded.	This	land	is	geologically	




































boundary	disputes	and	 intra-family	contestations	 in	the	area,	 it	was	not	something	that	could	be	
easily	 dismissed	 and	would	be	dealt	with	on	 a	 case-by-case	basis,	 providing	 compensation	 at	 an	
appropriate	value.	In	this	way,	there	were	always	possibilities	for	disputes	and	claims,	given	that	the	
extraction	 of	 sand	 presented	 opportunities	 for	 the	 demanding	 value	 otherwise	 locked	 into	 the	
ground	beneath.	These	disputes	were	taken	seriously,	and	Mr	Osei	exposed	the	vulnerabilities	of	











of	 the	 sand.	 Indeed,	while	a	 contested	 relationship	of	 land	 shapes	where	 sand	 is	unearthed,	 the	

























































sandpit	 remains	 the	 source	 of	 the	 city’s	 expanding	materiality	 –	 as	 the	 city’s	 material	 baseline.	
























































This	 chapter	 details	 the	 multiple	 labours	 that	 surround	 the	 extraction	 and	 movement	 of	 sand,	
thinking	 about	 how	 sand	 becomes	 embedded	 in	 the	 life	 of	 the	 city,	 prior	 to	 its	 emergence	 as	





































Over	 time,	 occupants	 at	 Cynthia’s	 home	 periodically	 suffered	 from	 skin	 conditions	 which	 they	
attributed	to	the	water	they	used.	The	landlord	offered	to	fix	a	water	connection	to	the	dwellings,	















































many	 Pure	 water	 sellers	 that	 paced	 the	 Junction,	 speak	 to	 the	 ongoing	 difficulty,	 strain	 and	
improvisation	required	to	making	a	living	in	the	city.	With	homes	and	work	embedded	in	constantly	
shifting	 spaces,	 securing	 a	 regular	 income	and	 investing	 in	 a	 home	was	 challenging.	 This	 shifting	
situation	required	constant	negotiation	with	people,	the	state,	place	and	things.	While	specific,	these	
stories	 are	 perhaps	 not	 unique.	 As	 Ferguson	 writes,	 ‘Africa’s	 fast-growing	 cities	 are	 increasingly	
inhabited	by	people	who	 lack	both	 land	and	 formal-sector	 jobs	 and	who	 improvise	 complex	 and	













individuals,	 beyond	 the	 sand	 contractors	 and	 tippers.	By	 considering	 the	economies	of	 sand,	 the	
chapter	thinks	about	how	value	is	made	in	and	through	the	city,	how	economies	are	spatialised	and	
how	work	 in	 the	 contemporary	 city	 is	 both	practiced	 and	experienced.	 In	 doing	 so,	 I	 extend	 the	
meaning	 of	 extraction	 beyond	 its	 more	 obvious	 deployment	 in	 the	 context	 of	 sand	 mining,	 to	
consider	 extraction	 as	 a	 broader	 set	 of	 strategies	 for	 claiming	 value	 from	 otherwise	 exclusive	
transactions.	I	argue	that	these	extractive	economies	may	offer	us	significant	analytical	purchase	in	
understanding	contemporary	 livelihoods	 in	 the	city,	as	well	as	opening-up	a	political	aesthetic	of	
rights	 and	 distribution	 in	 future	 urban	 worlds	 (Ferguson,	 2015).	 Indeed,	 by	 thinking	 through	
extractive	practices	as	a	broader	kind	of	political	demand,	I	suggest	we	are	drawn	to	consider	the	
possibilities	of	emerging	distributive	claims	on	economies	that	centre	and	span	urban	regions	of	the	









The	 remaining	chapter	 is	 structured	as	 follows.	 I	 first	 introduce	a	 literature	which	deals	with	 the	













In	 the	 introduction	to	Critique	of	Black	Reason,	Mbembe	sketches	out	 the	grand	moments	 in	 the	







finance	 capital,	 digital	 technologies	 and	 a	 ‘postimperial	 military	 complex’,	 he	 writes	 that	 ‘[i]f	
yesterday’s	drama	of	the	subject	was	exploitation	by	capital,	the	tragedy	of	the	multitude	today	is	
that	they	are	unable	to	be	exploited	at	all.	They	are	abandoned	subjects,	relegated	to	the	role	of	a	
“superfluous	 humanity”’	 (ibid,	 3).	 This	 reading	 of	 the	 ‘Becoming	 Black	 of	 the	 world’	 captures	 a	
broader	sentiment	expressed	across	academic	disciplines	and	throughout	government	policy	circles.	
Reflecting	 on	 a	 generalised	 anxiety	 about	 the	 demise	 of	 ‘proper	 jobs’	 and	 the	 ‘social	 economic	
stability	they	were	long	expected	to	anchor,’	Ferguson	and	Li	invoke	Standing,	who	observed	that,	
looking	back,	the	20th	century	‘now	appears	as	“the	century	of	the	labouring	man”	(Standing,	2002:7	
in	 Ferguson	 and	 Li,	 2018:2).	 The	 anxiety	 of	 the	 prospect	 of	 the	 ‘wageless	 life’	 (Denning,	 2010)	
prompted	the	International	Labour	Organisation	(ILO)	to	assign	the	newly	formed	‘Commission	on	
the	Future	of	Work’	with	the	task	of	producing	a	series	of	independent	reports	on	‘how	to	achieve	a	








and	 meaning	 minus	 the	 telos	 (though	 not	 spectre)	 of	 the	 “proper	 job.”’	 (ibid,	 5).	 Indeed,	 by	
attempting	to	denaturalise	the	 idea	of	a	 ‘proper	 job’	while	simultaneously	re-politicising	forms	of	
labour	that	sustain	vast	numbers	of	people	around	the	world,	Ferguson	and	Li	invite	us	to:	
	










we	move	beyond	projections	 generated	 via	 stereotypes	bifurcated	by	despair	 and	optimism	and	
open-up	space	for	understanding	the	present	(Di	Nunzio,	2019)?	
	
In	 present	 sub-Saharan	 Africa,	 observers	 have	 argued	 that	 current	 economic	 growth	 across	 the	
continent	has	had	 limited	success	 in	generating	sustainable	economic	opportunity	 for	 its	citizens.	
The	2018	Ibrahim	Index	of	African	Governance	concludes	that	‘even	though	the	patterns	of	growth	
and	job-creation	in	Africa	are	complex	and	change	from	region	to	region,	‘the	continental	trend	is	
one	 of	 resilient	 but	 jobless	 growth’	 (Mo	 Ibrahim	 Foundation,	 2018:54).	 Indeed,	 their	 headline	











































difficult	 to	 locate.	The	 term	 ‘informal	economy’	was	 in	 fact	engendered	 through	 insights	derived	
from	 the	 neighbourhood	 of	 Nima	 in	 Accra	 (Hart,	 1973).	 Since	 then,	 a	 proliferation	 of	 work	 has	
explored	the	contours	of	informal	work	throughout	the	city.	In	more	recent	decades,	this	has	been	
shaped	by	 the	 consequences	 of	 neoliberal	 reform	 in	 the	 1980s	onwards,	which	 transformed	 the	
landscapes	of	social	reproduction	in	African	cities	more	broadly	(Obeng-Odoom,	2012,	Grant,	2006).	
At	 this	 historical	 conjuncture,	 ‘the	 implementation	 of	 Structural	 Adjustment	 Programs,	 and	
collapsing	urban	economies	[has]	resulted	in	the	loss	of	city	jobs,	the	downsizing	and	outsourcing	of	
municipal	services,	and	the	cutbacks	of	subsidies	for	housing	and	basic	urban	infrastructure’	(Murray	
and	 Myers,	 2006:120).	 Where	 population	 increases	 in	 urban	 areas	 ‘have	 not	 been	 matched	 by	
opportunities	for	wage-paid	employment,	expectant	workseekers	in	the	cities	and	towns	have	been	
forced	to	find	other	means	to	generate	income’	(2006:120).	Consequently,	 in	many	African	cities,	














‘when	most	 of	 the	 economy	 is	 ‘informal’,	 the	 usefulness	 of	 the	 category	 becomes	 questionable’	
(2007:28).	 This	 is	 indeed	 a	 reality	 in	 sub-Saharan	Africa,	where	 70%	of	workers	 are	 employed	 in	
vulnerable	employment	–	or	 labour	marked	by	 ‘limited	access	 to	 social	 protection	 schemes’	 and	
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to	 a	 lineage	 may	 be	 granted	 usufructuary	 rights,	 and	 land	 may	 be	 automatically	 inherited	 by	
descendants.	 However,	 today,	 broadly	 speaking,	 landowning	 is	 shifting	 from	 communal	 usufruct	
rights	to	non-customary	leases	shaped	by	market	land	values	(Lefore,	2012).	Prompted	by	increasing	
demand	 for	 land,	 the	 designation	 of	 land	 as	 a	 ‘social	 good’	 is	 increasingly	 being	 replaced	 by	 its	
commercialisation,	where	 individuals	 pay	 a	 fee	 determined	by	 the	market	 (Oduro	 and	Adamtey,	





Indeed,	 ‘unlike	 Stool	 Land,	which	 is	 recognized	 and	 regulated	 by	 the	 constitution	 of	 Ghana,	 the	
communal	significance	of	Family	Land	is	somewhat	ambiguous’	(Andrews,	2017:28).	Here,	‘Family	




2017:28).	Unlike	Stool	 Lands,	where	 revenues	are	divided	among	 the	Stool,	 traditional	authority,	
District	Assembly	and	the	OASL,	family	lands	may	‘be	owed	to	future	generations	of	the	family	to	
which	they	belong,	but	even	that	is	contentious,	and	there	may	be	a	great	deal	of	intra-family	conflict	




some	 cases,	 by	 retaining	 land	 revenues	 and	making	 decisions	 without	 consent	 from	 the	 elders,	
traditional	land	custodians	act	as	both	private	owners	and	private	managers	of	land.	They	argue	that	
the	colonial	regime,	which	elevated	the	power	of	chiefs	above	their	subjects,	the	post-colonial	state’s	




political	 interests’	 (2012:231).	 Indeed,	 the	1992	constitution	granted	 traditional	authority	 control	
over	land,	excluding	members	of	stools	or	extended	families	who	may	lack	resources	to	process	land	
leases	 (ibid).	 Within	 this	 context,	 the	 constitution	 effectively	 ignored	 the	 Head	 of	 Family	









of	 land	 leases,	 the	 revenues	 from	 sand	 flow	 towards	 already	 powerful	 families	 and	 individuals	
therein.43	Indeed,	existing	research	has	supported	this	position,	suggesting	that	revenues	from	the	
sale	of	 sand	seldom	flow	 into	 the	broader	community	 (Oduro	and	Adamtey,	2017).	Money	often	
stays	within	elite	landowning	groups,	thus	reflecting	broader	inequalities	in	access	to	land.	Indeed,	
Piam	explained	 that	 they	paid	 the	money	directly	 to	 the	 landowner	and	while	 they	could	not	be	















relations	 of	 power’	 (2018:59).	 Through	 the	 inequalities	 of	 revenue	 flows,	 the	 extraction	 of	 sand	
exposes	 itself	 as	 an	 uneven	 set	 of	 geologic	 relations,	which	 remain	 embedded	 in	 [post]-colonial	
histories	of	land	and	place-specific	regimes	of	power.	Revenues	extracted	from	sand	seldom	flow	to	
                                                
42	’Law	114	gave	subjects	and	family	members	a	legal	means	to	demand	accounts	on	land	and	land-based	resource	revenue	and	to	













those	 inhabiting	 the	 land,	nor	do	 they	 flow	to	 the	wider	community,	 thus	exposing	 the	exclusive	
regimes	through	which	sand	turns	to	city	and	provoking	a	broader	consideration	of	who	has	access	




national	 pursuit,	 where	 Ghanaian	 companies	 organise	 the	 extraction	 of	 sand	 and,	 despite	 their	
uneven	flows,	revenues	remain	in	the	hands	of	Ghanaians.	More	significantly,	I	suggest,	are	the	kinds	
of	 labours	 generated	 in	 and	 through	 sand,	 which	 differ	 considerably	 from	 the	 exclusivity	 of	



































per	 day	 and	 this	 is	 dependent	 on	 the	 number	 of	 trips	 of	 sand.	
	
A	‘trip’	of	sand	referred	to	the	practice	of	going	to	and	from	the	pit	to	collect	sand.	For	the	tipper	
















































by	which	he	meant	 to	 leave	Ghana.	This	 reflected	a	broader	 sentiment	 in	discussions	with	many	
young	men	I	met,	expressing	desires	to	leave	the	country.	Sadiq	often	recalled	the	experiences	of	his	
brother	who	had	travelled	to	Dubai,	as	well	as	other	friends	who	had	risked	their	lives	crossing	the	
desert	 into	Northern	Africa	 and	 Europe	 –	 some	of	whom	had	not	 survived	 the	 increasingly	 fatal	
journey.	The	desire	 to	 leave	Ghana	was	premised	on	the	difficulty	of	 finding	well-paid	work	on	a	
regular	basis.	Indeed,	for	Francis,	making	money	in	Accra	was	difficult.	He	had	previous	jobs,	selling	
and	performing	other	kinds	of	 laborious	construction	work.	He	had	attended	Senior	High	School,	

















distinct	 hierarchy	 of	 truck	 owners,	 managers,	 drivers	 and	 mates.	 While	 the	 shifting	 of	 sands	
presented	 job	 opportunities	 for	 some,	 the	 proceeds	 flowing	 from	 this	 work	 were	 unevenly	
distributed.	Those	with	access	to	capital	could	acquire	trucks	and	make	considerable	money,	while	
mates,	 whose	 access	 to	 trucks	 remained	 insecure,	 experienced	 ongoing	 income	 volatility	 and	
periodic	unemployment.	The	laborious,	yet	meagrely	paid	work	of	shifting	sands	often	prompted	a	
critique	 of	 both	 the	 sand	 economy	 and	 the	 social	 structure	 of	 Ghanaian	 society	 more	 broadly.	
Complaining	about	the	level	of	inequality	in	the	country,	Francis	said	he	felt	cheated	by	the	broader	
social	system	in	Ghana,	to	which	his	peers	offered	their	agreement.	Thus,	as	Francis	situated	himself	


























































































long	 as	 they	 don’t	 bring	 large	 trucks,	 it’s	 generally	 allowed,	 proclaiming	 it	 was	 Piam’s	 ‘social	
responsibility.’	Young	boys	also	shifted	with	pits,	evening	out	the	temporary	sand	roads	with	shovels,	
hoping	 that	 a	 tipper	 driver	 may	 hand	 them	 a	 few	 cedis.	 Thus,	 beyond	 claims	 to	 ownership	 or	
compensation,	the	sandpit	leaked	into	its	surrounds	and	its	surrounds	leaked	into	it.	In	this	way,	the	





tipper	 drivers	 on	 their	 trips	 to	 a	 stone	 quarry.	 Though	more	 often	 than	 not	 Francis	 and	 Kwaku	
delivered	sand,	at	times,	upon	request	of	particular	clients,	they	collected	stones	from	the	quarry	
and	delivered	them	to	points	of	sale.	The	quarry	was	located	just	beyond	the	regional	Accra	border,	
in	 the	neighbouring	Eastern	Region.	 It	was	an	entirely	different	space	 to	 that	of	 the	sandpit.	The	
quarry	was	a	mass	of	grey	material	and	heavy	static	machinery.	Its	backdrop	was	dominated	by	a	













the	 stone	quarry,	 reflecting	 the	 contrast	 between	 sand	mining	 and	Ghana’s	 extractive	 industries	
more	broadly,	which,	as	Francis	pointed	out,	tended	to	be	operated	by	foreign	capital.	Moreover,	as	










Either	way,	 the	 shifting	 sandpit	was	 a	 place	 in	which	 value	–	 be	 that	 sand	or	money	 –	 could	 be	












Sand	 is	a	material	 that	must	be	 transported	 from	the	pit	 to	 the	city	 in	ways	 that	 respond	 to	 the	
shifting	locations	of	the	sandpit.	The	tippers	were	responsible	for	responding	to	the	geographies	of	









of	 the	 city.	 Indeed,	 moving	 with	 the	 tippers	 exposed	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 shifting	 of	 sands	
presented	a	platform	 through	which	value	could	be	extracted	by	multiple	parties,	 tying	 together	
people	and	spaces	as	sand	moved	across	Greater	Accra.	Here,	as	sand	circulated	from	pit	to	city,	it	












These	 trucks	were	expensive,	 and	while	 their	engines	endured	 for	a	 long	 time,	 they	moved	with	
limited	mechanical	spring,	making	them	vulnerable	to	snapping	upon	frequent	stress.	The	HOWO	
trucks	would	most	 likely	 encounter	 engine	 failure	within	4-5	 years,	 he	explained,	 but	within	 this	
timeframe,	 they	 required	 little	maintenance	 and	 could	 get	 the	 job	 done.	 The	potholed	 roads	 he	
described	were	 those	 at	 the	 edges	 of	 Accra,	where	 funds	may	 be	 less	 likely	 to	 be	 directed	 and	
timeframes	 for	 repair	and	general	maintenance	were	understood	 to	be	 longer.	Moreover,	 it	was	
widely	 recognised	 that	 sand	 trucks	 were	 in	 part	 to	 blame	 for	 the	 poor	 condition	 of	 the	 roads,	
burdening	the	concrete	with	tonnes	of	grains	year	upon	year.		
	













their	 service	was	 not	 guaranteed	 and	 represented	 a	 speculative	 form	 of	work	 sought	 to	 extract	
potential	value	from	the	movement	of	sand.	At	times	frustrated	at	this	uncertainty,	young	men	may	
occupy	the	roads	more	demandingly,	explicitly	requesting	money	from	drivers,	while	steadily	holding	
a	baseball	 bat.	On	one	particular	occasion,	 clearly	 frustrated	about	 the	ability	of	drivers	 to	drive	
around	the	potholes	and	pass	without	payment,	young	men	had	moved	a	large	branch	from	a	nearby	












Much	 like	De	Boeck	and	Baloji’s	 (2016)	 rendition	of	 the	productivity	of	potholes	 in	Kinshasa,	 the	
shifting	of	sand	 in,	around	and	through	the	pothole,	produced	negotiated	spaces	of	exchange.	 In	
their	analysis,	De	Boeck	and	Baloji	describe	the	ways	in	which	potholes	worked	to	slow	people	down,	




coping	 strategies’	 (ibid,	 11).	 Situating	 their	 analysis	 in	 a	 conversation	 surrounding	 infrastructure	
more	broadly,	they	write	that	‘the	syncopated	rhythms	that	Kinshasa’s	material	landscapes,	with	its	
physical	condition	punctuated	by	constant	breakdown,	 lack,	paucity,	 failure,	 recycling	and	repair,	
imposes	on	its	denizens,	in	turn	also	generate	new	possibilities	and	opportunities,	as	well	as	different	
kinds	 of	 spaces’	 (ibid,	 108).	 This	 urban	 ‘syncopation’	 then	 is	 read	 as	 presenting	 both	 limits	 and	
opportunities,	yet	remains	significant	in	our	understanding	of	how	the	city	is	lived.	Indeed,	in	this	




‘small	 scale	modes	 of	 action	 that	 punctuate	 such	 urban	 living	 provide	 residents	with	 an	





bridge	near	 to	Ashalaja.	 The	 story	 this	 syncopation	unfolded	on	one	of	 our	 earlier	 trips	 of	 sand.	
Following	an	uneasy	journey	over	rough	road,	we	passed	onto	smooth	terrain,	in	front	of	which	lay	




















equation	of	sand.	 In	this	narrative,	 the	shifting	of	sand	made,	unmade	and	remade	the	city	 in	 its	
image.	 In	 doing	 so,	 it	 gave	 rise	 to	moments	where	 the	 transactions	 embedded	 in	 sand	 could	 be	
rewritten,	even	if	only	temporarily.			
	

























work	 in	 Accra	 and	 its	 peripheries.	 Indeed,	 this	 economy	 is	 a	 testament	 to	 the	 sheer	 energy,	
improvisation	and	 ingenuity	demanded	to	make	a	 living	 in	an	economy	where	 the	 ‘market	 is	not	
good.’	At	Awoshie	Junction,	Sadiq	often	lamented	the	limited	number	of	phone	cases,	accessories	or	
chargers	sold	in	a	day	or	week,	complaining	that	the	‘place	was	too	hot’-	meaning	people	were	not	


















disability	 or	 capacity’	 (2015:183).	 In	 this	 reading,	 the	 vast	 mineral	 wealth	 that	 undergirds	 the	
economies	 of	 Southern	 Africa	 are	 reconceptualised	 as	 awaiting	 distribution	 among	 the	 region’s	
inhabitants.	 Ferguson	argues	 that	as	opposed	 to	positioning	 this	distribution	as	a	 kind	of	market	
exchange	 or	 gift,	 this	 allocation	 of	 wealth	 points	 to	 ‘something	 more	 like	 demand	 sharing	 –	 a	
righteous	claim	for	a	due	and	proper	share	grounded	in	nothing	more	than	membership	(in	a	national	
collectivity)	or	even	simply	presence’.	 It	 is	 ‘this	(emergent,	only	partially	realized)	politics’	that	he	
locates	 as	 ‘the	 politics	 of	 the	 rightful	 share’	 (ibid,	 184).	 Though	 at	 entirely	 different	 scales	 and	
degrees	 of	mineral	 wealth,	 Accra’s	 sand	 economy	 points	 to	 a	 set	 of	 distributive	 claims.	 Indeed,	











Niger	 Delta,	 for	 example,	 he	 details	 the	 sometimes	 violent	 means	 through	 which	 oil	 wealth	 is	














inhabitants	 than	 those	 embedded	 in	 oil.	 This	 chapter	 does	 not	 seek	 to	 advocate	 these	 kinds	 of	
practices	 as	 a	 solution	 to	 the	 gross	 inequalities	 embedded	 in	 a	 set	 of	 historically	 produced	 and	
presently	unfolding	processes,	but	rather	seeks	to	acknowledge	the	full	range	of	claims	being	made	
on	sand	as	 it	unearthed	and	transported	across	the	city	and	the	kinds	of	political	potential	 these	
demands	 may	 render	 visible.	 This	 acknowledgement,	 I	 argue,	 assists	 us	 in	 moving	 beyond	
romanticised	tropes	of	urban	resilience	and	instead	generates	space	for	thinking	through	political	












to	 the	 urban	 question	 of	 sustaining	 life	 in	 the	 continent’s	 rapidly	 growing	 cities,	 lay,	 rather	





both	modernity	 and	 success	 that	 continue	 to	undergird	urban	expansion	 to	 a	 significant	 degree.	
Moreover,	the	kind	of	politics	of	the	rightful	share	and	income	demands	both	Ferguson	and	Accra’s	
sand	economy	hint	at,	expose	something	more	radical	than	simply	a	different	form	of	employment	
beyond	 the	city.	Exactly	how	value	could	be	created	beyond	extractive	 resources	 in	an	economy	
increasingly	 structured	by	 raw	materials	 remains	open	 to	debate,	however,	 I	 suggest,	 that	 taken	

















shared	something	 in	common:	an	attempt	 to	make	a	 life	 in	Accra.	Set	within	 these	challenges	of	
securing	an	income	in	the	city,	I	detailed	the	ways	in	which	sand	becomes	a	livelihood	strategy	for	













With	this	discussion	 in	mind,	 looking	to	an	urban	future,	 it	seems	 important	to	ask	what	kinds	of	
livelihoods	will	 be	made	possible	 for	 the	 ‘urban	majority’	 (Simone,	 2018)?	As	 agricultural	 land	 is	
swallowed	up	and	new	real	estate	crystallises	unequal	power	relations	in	expanding	urban	regions	
of	 the	world	 (Simone	and	Pieterse,	2017),	what	kinds	of	 living	could	be	sustained	 in	cities	of	 the	
future?	At	the	chapter’s	outset,	I	presented	a	series	of	questions	for	thinking	about	what	claims	to	
an	urban	income	and	a	flow	of	resources	may	look	 like	 in	a	contemporary	city.	 I	suggest	that	the	
economies	of	sand	I	have	presented	here	hint	at	some	tentative	directions	for	reimagining	claims	to	
urban	living.	Indeed,	by	thinking	through	extractive	practices	as	a	broader	kind	of	political	demand,	




































































desire	 exhibited	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	 nostalgia	 for	 an	 urban	 future	 –	 to	 rephrase	 Piot	 (2010).	 These	




sand	was	brought	 into	 the	realm	of	 the	city	–	or	 indeed,	urbanised	–	 it	gave	rise	 to	a	vast	set	of	
anxieties	 that	 found	 themselves	connected	 in	uneasy	constellations.	 In	 this	way,	 I	argue	 that	 the	
urbanisation	of	sand	may	be	best	captured	through	anxiety’s	double	meaning:	as	both	a	longing	for	
and	 an	 apprehension	of.	 From	 concerns	 surrounding	 the	 future	 durability	 of	 concrete	 cities,	 the	
degradation	 of	 the	 environment,	 to	 the	widespread	 loss	 of	 farmland	 and	 illegal	 sand	winning,	 I	
suggest	that	anxiety	allows	us	to	talk	across	multiple	dimensions	of	sand’s	position	in	Accra,	opening	
up	a	way	of	 seeing	 the	 city	 that	 captures	 the	uneasy	 transformations	 that	undergird	 its	material	













the	 quality	 of	 building	 blocks,	 environmental	 anxieties	 and	 illegal	 sand	 mining.	 Through	 these	








States	 Status	 of	 Forces	 Agreement	 –	 a	 proposal	made	 by	 the	US	Department	 of	 Defense	 to	 the	
Government	of	Ghana,	which	would	expand	the	role	of	the	US	military	(New	York	Times,	2018).48	










the	anxieties	of	 the	US	 itself,	which	are	 increasingly	attuned	 to	 the	perceived	 threats	 from	West	
Africa.	The	fact	that	in	2018,	in	Burkina	Faso	alone,	a	total	of	137	attacks	were	conducted	by	Islamic	





































This	 urbanised	 rendition	 of	 the	 security-development	 nexus	 has	 gained	 traction	 in	 international	
policy	circles	beyond	the	borders	of	the	US,	particularly	through	the	UN,	which	released	an	article	on	
the	growing	interface	of	peacekeeping	and	cities.	Citing	examples	from	across	the	globe	and	Africa	
more	 specifically,	 the	 report	 points	 to	 the	 2015	hostage	 situation	 in	Bamako,	Mali	 and	 the	daily	
deaths	 in	Bangui,	Central	African	Republic,	where	the	 interim	Prime	Minister	proclaimed	that	the	










of	 southern	 and	 eastern	 Africa,	 the	 ruling	 government	 feared	 that	 ‘city	 life	 would	 “detribalize”	
Africans	and	foster	anticolonial	solidarities’	(Davis,	2006:	51).	With	these	urban	anxieties	 in	mind,	
through	a	series	of	pass	laws	and	vagrancy	ordinances,	the	British	denied	native	groups	access	to	the	
rights	 of	 land	 ownership	 and	 permanent	 residence,	 instead	 tolerating	 populations	 as	 temporary	
labour	 forces	 (Myers,	 2003).	 The	 colonial	 city	 was	 also	 haunted	 by	 the	 anxieties	 of	 disease	 and	
disorder	and	the	threats	this	posed	to	the	undoing	of	the	colonial	project	(Njoh,	2008a,	2008b;	2009).	
In	 Accra,	 for	 example,	 in	 convolution	with	 racist	 imperial	 ideologies,	 these	 anxieties	 shaped	 the	
colonial	 government’s	 attempts	 to	 reshape	 the	 city	 aligned	 with	 ‘sanitation,	 order,	 and	 racial	
segregation’	 (Parker,	 2000:195).	 Yet,	 this	 remained	 a	 project	 beset	 with	 angst,	 given	 that	 the	
government’s	desires	to	demolish	the	old	towns	in	downtown	Accra	were	never	realised.	Indeed,	as	
Parker	writes,	‘[d]espite	bursts	of	action,	such	as	in	the	aftermath	of	an	outbreak	of	yellow	fever	in	


















By	using	sand	as	a	way	to	ground	anxiety	 in	the	specificities	of	contemporary	urban	 life,	 I	offer	a	
reading	of	an	urban	anxiety	that	circulates	across	the	space	and	temporalities	of	a	growing	African	
city,	detailing	an	interconnected	web	of	anxious	reverberations	across	the	shifting	urban	landscape.	
Ranging	 from	 the	 future	 durability	 of	 concrete	 cities,	 the	 widespread	 loss	 of	 farmland	 and	 the	
degradation	of	the	environment	more	broadly,	alongside	the	illegal	unearthing	of	sand,	I	show	that	






piles	and	piles	of	blocks	awaited	 sale,	while	others	dried	 in	 the	 sun	next	 to	 the	machines	which,	
through	a	series	of	hard	labour,	transformed	sand,	water	and	cement	into	future	urban	form.	Looking	
out	of	the	truck,	I	commented	on	what	I	thought	were	a	high	number	of	these	enterprises.	Kwaku	






























are	made	 im/possible?	 In	 Oteng-Ababio’s	 (2012a)	 analysis	 of	 building	 in	 Accra,	 he	 points	 to	 the	
otherwise	‘neglected	vulnerabilities’	in	Accra’s	landscape,	detailing	the	risks	posed	by	seismic	activity	
to	 buildings	 constructed	 out	 of	 low	 quality	 materials.	 Writing	 against	 what	 he	 identifies	 as	 the	
159	
	
‘overconcentration	 of	 attention	 on	 the	 economic	 processes	 of	 building,	 like	 the	 registration	 and	








cedis	a	block,	or	1.8	cedis	 if	 the	customer	can	provide	their	own	transportation.	The	 low	cement	








seek	 to	 reduce	 cement	 input.	 	 In	 2019,	 cement	 prices	 increased	 twice	 in	 just	 two	months,	with	
Ghacem’s	 products	 increasing	 from	 30.47	 cedis	 to	 32.47	 (Super	 Rapid)	 and	 from	 31.68	 to	 34.18	
(Extra).	Meanwhile,	Dangote’s	42.5	grade	 cement	 increased	 from	32.55	 to	35.55	 cedis.52	Reports	















The	 anxieties	 related	 to	 the	 quality	 of	 blocks	 in	Accra	 speak	 to	 a	 growing	 set	 of	 fears	 regarding	
concrete	 cities	 the	 world	 over.	 In	 Beiser’s	 analysis,	 ‘perhaps	 the	most	 frightening	 aspect	 of	 our	
dependence	on	concrete	is	that	the	structures	we	build	with	it	won’t	 last’	(2018:223).	Indeed,	far	
from	a	more	permanent	building	material,	concrete	‘fails	and	fractures	in	dozens	of	ways’	(ibid,	224).	
Listing	 the	high	percentage	of	America’s	 roads,	bridges	and	dams	 in	need	of	 replacement,	Beiser	
exposes	 the	 short	 lifespans	of	 concrete	 structures	and	 their	 likely	need	of	 rebuilding	 in	 the	near	
future.	 Turning	 to	 the	 global	 south,	 where	 he	 suggests	 building	 standards	 are	 much	 lower	 and	





produced	 is	 so	 low-grade	 that	 it	 is	 giving	 rise	 to	 ‘dangerously	 flimsy	 structures	 known	 as	 “tofu	
buildings”’	(ibid,	230).	More	broadly,	he	draws	on	estimates	from	elsewhere	which	suggest	that	‘as	





















cement	 production	 is	 responsible	 for	 6%	 of	 the	 world’s	 carbon	 emissions,	 second	 only	 to	 the	














In	 many	 ways,	 these	 concerns	 speak	 to	 the	 growing	 anxieties	 surrounding	 attempts	 to	 secure	
sustainable	urban	futures	more	broadly.	Goal	number	11	of	the	UN’s	sustainable	development	goals	
seeks	to	‘make	cities	inclusive,	safe,	resilient	and	sustainable,’	expressing	the	challenges	inherent	in	
building	 cities	 that	 ‘create	 jobs	 and	prosperity	without	 straining	 land	 and	 resources’	 (UN,	 2019).	
Meanwhile,	the	World	Cities	Report	contends	that	‘the	current	urbanization	model	is	unsustainable	
in	 many	 respects,’	 arguing	 that	 processes	 of	 urbanisation	 must	 shift	 to	 address	 issues	 such	 as	
‘inequality,	climate	change,	informality,	insecurity,	and	the	unsustainable	forms	of	urban	expansion’	
(WCR,	2016:iv).	In	response,	the	New	Urban	Agenda	presents	an	‘action	blueprint’	to	build	cities	that	
address	 these	underlying	anxieties	of	urbanisation.	These	concerns	are	 increasingly	expanding	 to	
recognise	 the	 role	 of	 sand	 in	 urbanisation	 and	 the	 environmental	 consequences	 of	 its	 planetary	
extraction.	 Indeed,	 this	alarm	remains	central	 in	 the	UNEP’s	 (2019)	 recent	publication,	 ‘Sand	and	










particularly	 in	 the	 Northern	 region	where	 sand	 is	 extracted	 from	 river	 beds.	 The	 environmental	
damage	of	sand	extraction	was	an	issue	that	re-emerged	throughout	my	fieldwork	and	one	detailed	
in	existing	studies	of	sand	winning	across	Ghana	(Peprah,	2013;	Salifu,	2016).	In	an	interview	with	
the	Head	of	Mining	at	 the	Environmental	Protection	Agency	–	 the	government	body	 tasked	with	
















construction.’	 Thus,	 the	 mobility	 of	 the	 shifting	 sandpit	 rendered	 it	 unsuitable	 to	 the	 kind	 of	





These	 ecological	 anxieties	 fit	within	 the	 discourse	 of	 the	 environmental	 damage	wrought	 by	 the	
extractive	 industries	more	broadly	–	a	 literature	which	 is	 in	no	short	supply.	 Indeed,	a	vast	set	of	
analyses	expose	the	immediate	and	long-term	ecological	consequences	of	extraction,	pointing	to	the	
depletion	of	habitats,	biodiversity	loss,	air	and	water	pollution	and	ongoing	toxic	threats.	While	each	









in	 the	 context	 of	 a	much	 longer	history	of	 both	 large	 scale	 and	artisanal	 gold	mining,	which	has	
generated	 air,	 noise	 and	water	 pollution	 and	 the	widespread	 depletion	 of	 agricultural	 lands	 and	
resources	 (Emmanuel	 et	 al,	 2018).	 The	 extraction	 of	 sand	 in	 Ghana	 fits	 with	 these	 reports	 of	
environmental	 damage	 –	 yet	 also	 differs	 in	 its	 scale	 and	mobility	 –	 presenting	 different	 kinds	 of	
regulation	 challenges	 to	 those	 of	 other	 extractive	 practices.	 This,	 I	 was	 told,	 would	 require	 the	
generation	 of	 new	 kinds	 of	 knowledge,	 new	 monitoring	 technologies	 and	 innovative	 governing	
practices.	 The	environmental	 anxieties	 emanating	 from	 the	extraction	of	 sand	 in	Accra	were	 felt	
particularly	acutely	in	the	region’s	peri-urban	peripheries,	where	sand	was	physically	extracted	from	
















topsoil	which	 had	once	 surfaced	 the	 land.	Mr	Osei	 explained	 that	 the	 plot	 had	been	 farmed	 for	
cassava	by	individuals	who	rented	the	land	from	the	owner.	Though	Piam	paid	the	owner	the	‘land	













land	 values	 for	 real	 estate.	 In	 between,	 the	 value	of	 the	 layer	 of	 earth	 that	 provided	 immediate	







topsoil	 from	 the	 edges	 of	 the	 pit	 to	 the	 land,	 evening	 out	 the	 new	 post-extraction	 topography.	
However,	 illegal	 sand	 winners	 did	 not	 practice	 this	 policy	 and	 only	 a	 selected	 number	 of	 those	
operating	with	licenses	and	permits	reclaimed	the	land,	often	leaving	behind	a	blighted	landscape	













change	 in	 the	area	was	 shifting	 local	 climates	 for	 crop	growth.	Beyond	 these	debates,	 the	broad	
consensus	however,	was	that	the	ability	to	grow	crops	on	reclaimed	pits	would	depend	upon	the	
initial	quality	of	the	soil,	the	technical	competence	of	the	operator,	the	type	of	crop	being	grown,	










In	 between,	 lay	 former	 sandpits,	 skeleton	 plots	 and	 villages.	 Here,	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 the	 city,	 a	











The	 loss	 of	 farmland	 to	 both	 sand	winning	 and	 residential	 development	 in	 Greater	 Accra	was	 a	
concern	 widely	 prevalent	 throughout	my	 fieldwork	 and	 expressed	 in	 existing	 literature	 on	 sand	
winning	 in	 Ghana	 more	 broadly	 (Peprah,	 2013;	 Jonah	 et	 al,	 2015;	 Salifu,	 2016).	 Set	 within	 the	
government’s	 current	 campaign,	 ‘Planting	 for	 Food	 and	 Jobs	 (PFJ)’ 55 	the	 media	 was	 active	 in	
reporting	the	loss	of	farmland	to	sand	winners	and	estate	developers,	exposing	widespread	concern	
for	 both	 the	 livelihoods	 of	 farmers	 and	 access	 to	 food	 more	 broadly. 56 	In	 particular,	 a	 large	
commercial	 pineapple	 farm,	 Golden	 Exotics,	 gained	 considerable	 media	 attention,	 following	 its	
complaints	about	sand	winners	in	the	municipality.	We	regularly	drove	passed	its	sign	on	our	way	to	
operating	sandpits,	close	to	the	village	of	Obuom.	Marked	in	red	letters,	its	sign	read,	‘FARMLANDS	
LEASED	TO	GOLDEN	EXOTICS	 LTD,	A	FREE	ZONES	REGISTERED	COMPANY,	KEEP	OFF.’	 Founded	 in	
2003	as	a	subsidiary	of	French	fresh	fruit	producing	company,	Compagnie	Futier,	it	is	one	of	many	














































in	Greater	Accra	 into	residential	plots,	 largely	 for	 ‘strangers.’	While	 technically,	both	migrant	and	
indigenous	farmers	could	buy	these	leases,	their	value	is	often	beyond	their	affordability,	with	Oduro	


















In	many	ways,	 these	 struggles	 over	 land	 reflect	 a	 broader	history	of	Accra’s	 urbanisation	 as	 one	












on	an	essential	 sedentary	 logic,	 in	which	 the	person	or	 community	on	 the	 land	 seeks	 to	
establish	a	sense	of	permanence	rooted	in	space’	(ibid,	96-97).		
Here,	 he	 argues	 that	 ‘it	 is	 the	 spatial	 fixing	of	 buildings	 that	 translates	 the	 immediacy	of	 private	
ownership,	whether	in	fact	the	building	and	the	land	on	which	it	is	sited	is	owned	by	an	individual	or	











be	understood	as	part	of	 the	unfolding	of	a	de-facto	privatised	 land	 regime	 in	 the	Greater	Accra	
region.	Indeed,	unearthing	sand	at	the	city’s	edges	remains	part	of	the	broader	practice	of	‘flattening’	
diverse	tenure	forms	and	the	weaving	of	agrarian	 land	systems	 into	the	unfolding	city	 (Ghertner,	
2015:	554).	Thus,	while	sand	mining	itself	is	a	‘form	of	landscape	modification’	(Bridge,	2004:209),	it	
remains	embedded	in	a	regime	of	landscape	change	marked	by	a	transition	from	agrarian	to	urban	
land	 uses	 more	 broadly.	 These	 competing	 landscapes	 are	 inscribed	 with	 ‘different	 (and	 often	






















(FAOSTAT,	 2007	 in	 Agelucci,	 2013),	 its	 sustained	 production	 is	 important	 in	 ensuring	wider	 food	
security.	As	 a	 starchy	 root,	 it	 forms	 the	main	 source	of	 carbohydrates	 to	meet	 the	needs	of	 low	
income	consumers,	providing	on	average,	599	calories	per	person	per	day	–	and	consumption	per	
capita	is	rising	(ibid).	Its	cooked	fresh	roots	are	pounded	to	form	the	popular	fufu,	while	its	flour	is	
























an	underlying	 contradiction	 apparent	 in	 the	 expanding	 city.	Driven	by	 rent	 hikes,	 individuals	 like	
Sadiq	and	Cynthia	buy	land	far	from	the	city	centre,	where	land	is	cheaper.	Through	doing	so,	they	













city	 presents	 its	 own	 challenges	 to	 food	 security	 across	 the	 region,	 at	 times	magnifying	 existing	
vulnerabilities	experienced	by	rural	 farm	households	and	many	of	the	region’s	urban	 inhabitants.	
Here,	while	the	sale	of	land	for	residential	development	presented	the	ultimate	displacement	of	farm	
households,	 the	extraction	of	 sand	presented	a	premature	erasure	of	 some	of	 the	 region’s	most	












                                                
62	By	food	security,	I	refer	to	a	set	of	fundamental	components,	including	‘food	access	(affordability,	allocation,	and	preference),	























license	 granted	 by	 the	 Minerals	 Commission.	 In	 a	 long	 description,	 a	 member	 of	 staff	 at	 the	
Commission	detailed	the	lengthy	process	of	acquiring	licenses	and	permits	to	extract	sand,	including	









explained	 that	 most	 illegal	 sand	 mining	 is	 carried	 out	 by	 young	 men.	 ‘We	 are	 suffering	
unemployment,’	 he	 continued.	 ‘Young	 men	 want	 money	 in	 their	 pockets	 and	 there	 is	 a	 lot	 of	
unemployment	 in	peri-urban	areas’,	 a	 sentiment	echoed	 in	 conversations	with	various	governing	
bodies	in	the	region.	He	compared	the	kind	of	‘instant’	money	that	could	be	made	from	sand	winning	






versus	 that	 which	 could	 be	 earned	 through	 farming	 the	 land,	 arguing	 that	 in	 some	 cases,	 the	
landowner	is	absent	and	family	members	farming	the	land	choose	to	sell	the	sand	instead:	‘You	can	
make	19,000	Ghana	cedis	fast,	without	knowing	the	consequences.’	Conversations	at	GSMA	elicited	











noting	 that	university	 and	 senior	high	 school	 graduates	 in	need	of	work	may	 turn	 to	 illegal	 sand	
winning	to	‘get	a	little	money.’	Moreover,	from	an	operators’	perspective,	sand	miners	often	stressed	



























bodies	 and	 the	 violent	means	 through	which	 some	 illegal	 sand	winners	 acquire	 land.64	In	 2014,	
Ghana	News	Agency	 reported	on	an	MP’s	parliamentary	plea	 for	 the	government	 to	 take	action,	







appealing	 that	 ‘[a]lmost	 every	 corner	 of	 this	 country	 has	 some	negative	 story	 to	 tell	 about	 sand	















































report	 recommended	 a	 more	 ‘decentralised	 system	 of	 license	 acquisition	 for	 sand	 winning,	
establishment	 of	 a	 taskforce	 consisting	 of	 Security	 Officers,	 representatives	 from	 the	 District	






























frontage	 of	 Ga	 South’s	 building	 was	 busy	 with	 movements	 of	 military	 personnel	 and	 vehicles,	
reflecting	 the	 central	 government’s	 directive	 for	 local	 governments	 to	work	with	 the	military	 to	
secure	regions	threatened	by	both	land	guards	and	illegal	sand	winning.	This	policy	of	deploying	the	
military	was	not	isolated	to	Greater	Accra.	Across	the	nation,	the	military	has	been	enlisted	to	better	









their	 equipment	 burnt’	 (ibid).	 Attracting	 ongoing	 media	 attention,	 the	 story	 demonstrated	 the	







responsible	 for	 gathering	 information	 and	 generating	 policy	 for	 the	 National	 Security	 Council	 to	
implement,	including	the	deployment	of	the	military	where	needed.	The	BNI	official	explained	that	
‘police	have	become	common	to	people,	but	when	the	military	comes	in,	it	has	force.	It	is	well	armed.’	














































currency	 and	 with	 cement	 in	 mind,	 I	 highlighted	 the	 environmental	 anxieties	 implicated	 in	
urbanisation	 more	 broadly.	 Here,	 attuned	 with	 the	 ecological	 devastation	 wrought	 by	 sand	
extraction	 across	 the	planet,	 I	 highlight	 first-hand	experience	 and	 second-hand	 accounts	 of	 sand	
winning’s	degradation	of	habitats	and	 the	 related	pollution	of	water	 supply	 in	 the	Greater	Accra	







With	these	anxieties	 in	view,	 I	 turned	to	 the	practices	of	 illegal	sand	mining,	which	were	seen	to	
exacerbate	both	environmental	degradation	and	farmland	loss	throughout	the	region.	Invoking	an	




urban	 space.	 Together,	 shifting	 across	multiple	 scales,	 spaces	 and	 temporalities,	 I	 show	 that	 the	
anxieties	emanating	from	the	urbanisation	of	sand	remain	locked	into	a	specific	set	of	conditions,	
marked	by	environmental	risk,	international	currency	regimes,	uneven	access	to	land,	a	particular	
urban	 food	 economy,	 peri-urban	 unemployment,	 existing	 forms	 of	 organised	 crime	 and	 state	
prerogatives.	Thus,	I	argue	that	the	anxieties	generated	through	the	urbanisation	of	sand	cannot	be	






































and	 bring	 together	 the	 thesis’s	 core	 contributions.	 The	 chapter	 begins	 with	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	
complicated	nature	of	ethnographic	relationships	and	the	emotional	labour	embedded	in	this	work.	










contend	 that	 this	 perspective	 on	 the	 city	 offers	 scope	 for	 reading	 landscapes	 of	 Accra	 through	
otherwise	neglected	urban	economies	and	 labour	practices,	as	well	 through	the	realm	of	anxiety	
grounded	 in	 the	 re-	 and	 un-material	 making	 of	 the	 city.	 From	 here,	 I	 present	 possible	 future	
directions	 for	 expanding	 this	 research,	 concluding	with	 a	 reading	 of	 ‘shifting	 sands’	 as	 an	 urban	
condition.	Together,	the	facets	of	this	chapter	seek	to	position	the	findings	of	the	thesis	in	relation	





























returned	 to	Accra,	 visiting	her	mother	and	 siblings	and	 spending	 time	at	a	 family	 friend’s	house,	
where	should	would	cook	and	clean	for	them.	Her	father	in	the	US	sent	her	some	money,	which	she	
used	to	pay	for	two	years	of	rent	up	front	and	she	began	drafting	out	new	ideas	for	a	business	nearby	




















the	 sandpits	 –	 both	 of	 which	 emerged	 later	 in	 the	 research.	 This	 slow	 transition	 from	 one	 of	




























In	 this	 respect,	 Faria	 and	 Mollett’s	 (2016)	 critical	 feminist	 reflexivity	 is	 instructive.	 Through	




whiteness	 in	 geographic	 knowledge	 production,’	 they	 bring	 together	 postcolonial	 feminism	 and	








(ibid).	 Yet,	 this	analysis	of	whiteness	must	also	be	 situated	 in	 the	 specific	 context	 in	which	 racial	
identities	are	given	meaning.	Indeed,		
	
‘the	 seemingly	 knowable	 object…	 “white	 woman,”	 [or	 “black	 woman”]	 cannot	 be	
understood	outside	of	the	specific	historical	and	geographical	processes	that	constitute	this	








presence	on	 the	West	African	coast	and	continued	through	the	 transatlantic	 slave	 trade.	
This	 racialization	 was	 operationalized	 through	 the	 construction	 of	 natives	 and	 ethnics:	
indigenous	 African	 groups	 were	 nativized	 through	 juridical	 and	 practical	 ethnogensis	
186	
	
















‘Development	Whites’	and	 ‘Peace	Corps	Whites.’	 (ibid,	72).	While	 the	 former	were	 likely	
those	employed	in	grand	development	institutions,	the	latter	included	the	‘many	exchange	
students,	 recent	 college	 graduates	 on	 short-term	 volunteer	 trips	 to	 (mostly)	 rural	 areas,	
187	
	




understand	 the	ways	 in	which	people	 received	my	presence.	As	a	young	woman,	often	 in	 casual	
clothes,	I	was	frequently	asked	if	I	was	a	volunteer,	or	a	taxi	driver	would	assume	he	knew	where	my	
hostel	was,	after	me	simply	naming	a	landmark	-	even	though	I	was	not,	in	fact,	staying	in	a	hostel	
















‘over	 time,	obruni	has	been	used	 to	 refer	 to	 foreign	Whites,	 foreign	Asians,	 and	 lighter-
skinned	and	often	brown-skinned	diaspora	Blacks;	 it	has	also	been	applied	 to	Ghanaians	
returning	 from	 abroad	who	 are	 perceived	 to	 be	 affluent	 and	 often	 derided	 as	 dressing,	
walking,	talking,	and	acting	White’	(2013:77).		
	
In	this	way,	obruni	 ‘signals	a	thoroughly	racialized	discourse	 in	Ghana,	and	 it	 is	a	discourse	about	















seen	 to	 possess	 (Pierre,	 2013).		
	
These	 everyday	 performances	 of	 whiteness	 were	 punctuated	 by	 comments	 which	 brought	 race	
centre	stage.	Indeed,	early	on	in	my	research	at	Awoshie	Junction,	I	was	introduced	to	a	man	named	




chairs	 and	 instructed	 that	 I	 ask	 him	 questions	 ‘like	 a	 journalist	would.’	 He	 had	 a	 fierce	 sense	 of	
humour	 and	 often	 pushed	 the	 boundaries	 by	 making	 sexualised	 jokes	 that	 made	 me	 visibly	
uncomfortable.	 During	 the	 course	 of	my	 research,	William	 and	 I	 spoke	 at	 length	 about	 Awoshie	
Junction,	his	young	son	and	his	life	–	and	he	asked	in	depth	questions	about	my	own	life	and	country.	
He	shared	his	limited	experience	with	white	people	by	referring	to	a	story	his	friend	had	told	him.	
The	 details	 of	 the	 story	 were	 limited,	 however,	 he	 explained	 that	 this	 friend	 had	 worked	 on	 a	
construction	project	 in	Ghana,	managed	by	a	white	man,	who	 repeatedly	made	 racist	 remarks.	 I	
explained	 I	was	sad	and	angry	 to	hear	of	 these	encounters.	Francis	also	shared	his	experience	of	
racism	in	Ghana,	explaining	that	his	only	encounters	with	white	people	had	been	marked	by	feelings	
of	white	superiority	and	aggression.	These	moments	were	utterly	saddening,	and	whiteness	seemed	
















a	mirror,	 these	moments	 reflected	 back	 to	me	 not	 simply	 a	 white	 body,	 but	 colonialism,	 white	










































Spivak	 (1994),	who	 in	 ‘Can	 the	Subaltern	Speak?’	presents	a	compelling	critique	of	 the	Subaltern	
Studies	collective,	through	which	she	seeks	to	highlight	the	always	necessary	act	of	re-presenting	in	
any	 moment	 of	 representation.	 In	 this	 respect,	 Spivak	 draws	 upon	 the	 two	 meanings	 of	
representation	 in	 the	 German	 language:	 darstellen	 and	 verteten.	 In	 a	 reading	 of	 subaltern	
geographies	 and	 postcolonial	 strategy	 in	 geography,	 Jazeel	 draws	 on	 this	 distinction	 specifically.	
Indeed,	thinking	with	Spivak’s	work,	he	writes,		
	
‘[t]he	 first	 sense	 of	 ‘represent’	 –	 darstellen	 –	 denotes	 the	 constitutive	 work	 that	
representation	does,	as	 in	philosophy	or	art’s	capacity	to	make	something	present	again,	
but	interpretively	so.’	However,	‘[t]he	second	–	vertreten	–	denotes	instead	the	substitutive	






























(1993)	 ‘vanishing	 point’	 may	 be	 more	 useful.	 Here,	 a	 vanishing	 point	 can	 be	 understood	 as	





























instil	my	whiteness	 in	ways	 that	manipulated	 participants?	Did	 these	 acts	 generate	moments	 of	
exploitation	of	both	interlocutors	and	myself?	It	was	not	always	clear	whether	and	how	my	research	
could	 cause	 participants	 harm,	 however,	 at	 particular	 moments,	 I	 felt	 extremely	 aware	 of	 this	
potential.	For	example,	following	the	threats	of	removal	posed	to	a	number	of	businesses	at	Awoshie	
Junction,	 upon	preparing	 for	 a	meeting	 at	 the	 local	 government	offices,	 a	 community	 inhabitant	
suggested	 it	may	not	be	wise	 if	 I	 joined	 them,	given	 that	 it	would	appear	as	 if	 they	could	access	
money	and	this	would	complicate	matters	of	financial	negotiation	that	they	anticipated.		
	














when	 she	 writes	 that	 ‘an	 ethical	 judgment	 is	 not	 a	 quantitative	 calculation	 at	 root	 but	 an	
acknowledgement	of	responsibility	for	a	relationship’	(2000:147	in	Doucet,	2018:73).		
	
To	 conclude,	 these	 reflections	 have	 sought	 to	 expose	 the	 limits	 of	my	 research.	 They	 provide	 a	
reminder	that	the	work	presented	here	should	be	read	as	a	‘partial	truth’	(Clifford,	1986)	–	as	the	

















factory	been	running?’	He	replied,	 ‘It’s	been	here	around	a	year.	This	area	 is	now	developing,	 so	
that’s	why	it’s	here’,	Christian	replied,	as	he	gestured	outwards	to	the	surrounding	areas.	Indeed,	
much	like	the	elder	and	politician	at	nearby	Ashalaja,	Christian	pointed	to	the	surrounding	shifting	







in	 the	 rapidly	 changing	 landscapes	 of	 the	 city-region.	Whether	 stacked	 at	 the	 corner	 of	 a	 plot,	
emerging	as	a	skeleton	structure,	or	transformed	into	a	densely-inhabited	building,	I	had	understood	
these	blocks	 through	what	 they	would	become.	 I	had	known	them	through	their	afterlives.	Now,	
after	a	year	of	tracing	the	dis-embedding	and	distribution	of	one	of	their	main	components,	these	





engaged	 with	 this	 material.	 The	 work	 that	 has	 taken	 sand	 and	 the	 city	 together	 as	 a	 point	 of	





argued	 that	 shifting	 the	 sand-city	 narrative	 elsewhere	 would	 contribute	 to	 the	 crafting	 of	 ‘new	
geographies	of	 theory’	 (Roy,	2009:820)	and	 indeed	postcolonial	geographies	more	broadly.	 From	
here,	 I	 introduced	 Accra,	 detailing	 the	 city’s	 long	 history	 from	 ‘Ga	 Majii’	 to	 a	 ‘variegated	 and	
contradictory	metropolis.’	I	argued	that	the	significance	of	writing	sand	from	Accra	lies	partly	in	the	





generating	 a	 critical	 space	 of	 comparison	 with	 other	 cities	 on	 the	 continent	 and	 beyond.	 With	
postcolonial	calls	in	mind,	I	suggested	that	positioning	sand	as	the	city’s	‘constitutive	outside’	serves	







shift	 from	 salon,	 to	 junction	 to	 sandpit.	 The	 chapter	 exposed	 both	 the	 chance	 encounters	 and	
methodological	decisions	which	together	shaped	the	progression	of	the	research.	Here,	 I	detailed	




















In	 chapter	 three,	 the	 thesis	 generated	 a	 theoretical	 discussion	 through	 which	 to	 situate	 the	
urbanisation	of	sand,	terming	this	dialogue	between	sand	the	city		as	the	unearthing	of	a	city	of	sand.	
The	 chapter	 detailed	 the	 historical	 and	 contemporary	 under-provision	 of	 housing	 in	 Accra,	
positioning	this	analysis	as	important	political-economic	background	for	understanding	the	demand	
for	 sand.	 Pointing	 to	 the	 limited	 engagement	 with	 geological	 processes	 in	 the	 social	 sciences,	 I	
presented	significant	 facets	of	Ghana’s	geosocial	dimensions,	 therein	 locating	the	urbanisation	of	
sand	as	an	 important	opportunity	 to	extend	 this	analysis	beyond	the	prized	minerals	which	have	
tended	 to	 dominate	 the	 nation’s	 historical	 narratives.	
	




sand	 presents	 an	 opportunity	 to	 stretch	 the	 theoretical	 dimensions	 of	 these	 existing	 literatures.	
Specifically,	 I	contended	that	moving	beyond	an	analyses	which	centres	the	prized	minerals	of	oil	
and	gold	serves	to	elucidate	the	domestic	geographies	of	extraction	and	consumption	undergirding	
contemporary	 urbanisation	processes	 across	 the	world.	Moreover,	 I	 suggested	 that	 detailing	 the	
ways	 in	 which	 sand	 is	 brought	 into	 the	 urban	 serves	 to	 strengthen	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	
relationships	between	urbanisation	and	extraction	as	co-constitutive	processes,	here	exposing	the	
fundamentally	 geosocial	 material	 links	 that	 connect	 natural	 resources	 and	 cities.	 Additionally,	 I	
argued	that	an	analysis	pertaining	to	the	urbanisation	of	sand	expands	our	understanding	of	the	city	
as	 a	 socio-natural	 process,	 through	 the	 prism	 of	 an	 integral,	 yet	 thus	 far,	 theoretically	marginal	
material.	 I	 argued	 that	 such	 an	 analysis	 would	 serve	 to	 deepen	 our	 engagement	 with	 the	
fundamental	 links	 between	 nature	 and	 the	 built	 environment,	 while	 responding	 to	 calls	 to	
provincialise	UPE	 in	 important	ways.	 In	 this	way,	 I	maintained	 that	 in	addition	 to	 shifting	 the	co-
ordinates	of	our	theoretical	engagement	with	sand	and	cities	beyond	the	US,	China	and	India,	and	














socionatural	 evolution’	 (Mendelsohn,	 2018:	 456).	 Through	 ethnographic	 detail	 of	 the	 physical	






















set	 of	 individuals	 beyond	 the	 contractors	 and	 tippers.	 While	 exposing	 the	 sheer	 energy	 and	
improvisation	 required	 to	 make	 a	 living	 in	 Accra,	 I	 also	 argued	 that	 these	 labour	 practices	
surrounding	 sand	 enable	 us	 to	 extend	 the	 meaning	 of	 extraction	 beyond	 its	 more	 obvious	
deployment	in	the	context	of	sand	mining,	to	consider	extraction	as	an	emergent	set	of	strategies	
for	claiming	value	embedded	in	otherwise	exclusive	transactions.	Drawing	on	the	work	of	Ferguson	
(2015),	 I	 suggested	 that	 the	 detail	 of	 the	 extractive	 economies	 of	 sand	 may	 contribute	 to	 our	
understanding	of	 contemporary	 livelihoods	and	 labour	 in	 the	 city,	meanwhile	 rendering	 visible	 a	
political	aesthetic	of	rights	and	distribution.	In	this	vein,	I	argued	that	if	cities	continue	to	experience	
population	 growth	 and	 yet	 offering	 limited	 employment	 opportunities	 –	 whatever	 that	 may	











reflected	 a	much	 broader	 aspiration	 in	 the	 city.	Meanwhile,	 the	 chapter	 argued	 that	 as	 sand	 is	
urbanised	in	Accra,	 it	gives	rise	to	a	vast	set	of	anxieties,	thus	suggesting	that	the	urbanisation	of	
sand	 may	 be	 best	 captured	 through	 anxiety’s	 double	 meaning:	 as	 both	 a	 longing	 and	 an	
apprehension.	I	contended	that	anxiety	allows	us	to	move	across	the	many	dimensions	of	the	sand’s	
position	 in	 Accra	 and	 through	 doing	 so,	 generates	 a	 view	 of	 the	 city	 that	 captures	 the	 uneasy	
transformations	 that	 undergird	 its	 material	 production.	 I	 situated	 this	 chapter	 in	 a	 discussion	
surrounding	 anxiety	 and	 African	 cities,	 thinking	 through	 both	 the	 historical	 and	 contemporary	
anxieties	that	have	been	and	are	projected	onto	urban	spaces	across	the	continent.	 In	contrast,	 I	




discussed	 the	 growing	 concerns	 surrounding	 the	 durability	 of	 concrete	 cities,	 the	 widespread	
degradation	of	the	environment,	the	loss	of	farmland,	illegal	sand	winning	practices	and	the	state’s	










the	city’s	 form	and	 indeed,	writing	 this	 story	 from	a	West	African	city,	 the	 thesis	has	extended	a	
geosocial	 analysis	 into	 the	 present,	 moving	 beyond	 the	 prized	 minerals	 which	 have	 tended	 to	
dominate	past	and	present	geosocial	renditions	of	Ghana	and	elsewhere.	In	doing	so,	it	has	exposed	
the	significance	of	domestic	practices	of	extraction	and	consumption	more	broadly	and	the	ways	in	
which	 these	 extractive	 modes	 intersect	 with	 the	 city	 and	 its	 inhabitants	 –	 be	 it	 through	 the	
199	
	




supporting	 the	 impetus	 for	 initiating	dialogue	between	extractivism	and	urbanism.	These	kind	of	
material	links,	I	suggest,	would	do	well	to	be	further	explored,	most	likely	in	closer	conversation	with	
UPE.	 Through	 its	 detailed	 analysis	 of	 socio-natural	 processes,	 the	 thesis	 also	 elicits	 significant	
contributions	to	UPE	itself.	Firstly,	by	working	with	sand,	the	thesis	advocates	for	a	stronger	emphasis	
on	the	geo	in	UPE	analyses,	thinking	more	specifically	through	the	geological	deep	time	of	the	city.	








inhabitants.	 These	 engagements	 have	 generated	 fruitful	 insights,	 including	 exposing	 the	 labours	
embedded	 in	 an	 otherwise	 neglected	 dimension	 of	 the	 urban	 economy,	 the	 potential	 politics	
embedded	therein,	and	potentially	comparative	modes	of	scripting	the	anxious	worlds	of	[African]	
cities.	 Thus,	 together,	 looking	 to	 the	 ante-lives	 of	 urban	 form	 through	 the	 prism	 of	 sand’s	
urbanisation	 in	 Accra,	 has	 served	 well	 to	 expand	 our	 understanding	 of	 urbanisation	 as	 a	 set	 of	







of	 seeing,	 analysing	 and	 deploying	 theory.	 More	 specifically,	 by	 reflecting	 on	 the	 ethics	 of	
ethnographic	practice	and	modes	of	reflexivity,	the	thesis	has	also	pointed	to	a	constitutive	outside	
to	 research	 itself.	 Indeed,	 the	unknowns	of	what	 I	did	not	know,	what	 I	 could	not	know	and	 the	
impact	of	my	embodied	presence	in	the	field,	together	may	be	read	as	a	constitutive	outside	itself	–	
‘a	 condition	 of	 emergence,	 an	 outside	 that	 being	 inside	 creates	 ‘radical	 undecidability’’	 (Roy,	
2011:224).	This	condition	of	undecidability	is	one	that	must	be	taken	seriously	to	produce	work	that	














geosocial,	 socio-natural	 process,	 perhaps	 here	 introducing	 ideas	 around	 class	 as	 a	 potential	














the	 processes	 through	 which	 sand	 becomes	 urbanised	 in	 Accra	 and	 the	 implications	 of	 this	












thesis.	 At	 Awoshie	 Junction,	 threats	 of	 removal	 under	 electricity	 transmission	 wires	 and	
displacements	by	the	church	headquarters	revealed	this	urban	landscape	as	unstable,	unsteady	and	
in	a	mode	of	 constant	 remaking.	At	 times,	 the	ground	at	Awoshie	was	 literally	 shifting.	Rumbles	
beneath	 the	 ground,	 emanating	 from	 an	 electricity	 wire	 that	 ran	 beneath	 the	 junction	 were	
eventually	 eclipsed	 by	 an	 explosion,	 which	 parted	 the	 earth	 and	 fractured	 the	 ground	 beneath	
Betsy’s	salon.	Like	the	potholed	roads,	this	 fracture	was	filled	with	sand.	People	had	also	moved.	
While	Sadiq	was	still	in	his	roadside	spot	and	his	brother	still	in	Dubai,	Cynthia	had	left	the	junction,	























with	Francis	pointing	out	 their	new	space.	 I	 asked	why	 they	were	not	yet	all	 stationed	 there.	He	
explained	that	some	of	them	still	go	to	Baah	Yard	to	tell	customers	that	they	have	moved,	given	the	




















the	 inherently	 ephemeral	 nature	 of	 the	 spaces	 we	 study	 and	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 shifting	
landscapes	 of	 the	 city	 remain	 connected	 to	 the	 heres	 and	 elsewheres	 of	 both	 the	 past	 and	 the	
present.		Throughout	the	chapters	presented	in	this	thesis,	I	have	attempted	to	move	between	this	






through	 its	 materiality,	 while	 sand’s	 granular	 texture	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 need	 to	 fine-tune	 this	
understanding	such	that	we	may	begin	to	grasp	something	of	the	city’s	multiplicity.	By	virtue,	this	
ongoing	fine-tuning	also	marks	a	commitment	to	a	deeply	nuanced	reading	of	power	in	and	through	
the	 landscapes	 in	which	 it	circulates,	as	opposed	to	subscribing	to	renditions	of	power	structures	
already	assumed.	Thus,	together,	reading	Accra	as	a	set	of	shifting	sands	exposes	the	multiplicity	of	
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